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Foreword

The U.S. Army in Vietnam series documents the Army’s role in the Vietnam
War. Most of the studies in the series deal with combat operations, staff rela-
tions, or with technical aspects of the war: logistics, engineering, and communi-
cations. A few depart from that format, taking their direction from the unique
nature of the conflict and the circumstances that came to surround it. This is such
a book.

The Vietnam War was the first in modern history fought without the filtering
that Army field press censorship had provided during World Wars I and II and
the Korean War. As a result, the American news media assumed an
unprecedented role in describing and defining the nature of the conflict for the
American public and the Congress. Official preoccupation with the public reac-
tion to news, both good and bad, in turn became an important influence on the
policies governing what Army commanders couid and could not do in the field.

This book examines the tensions and controversies that developed as the war
lengthened and the news media went about their traditional tasks. The first of
two volumes on the subject, it draws upon previously unavailable Army and
Defense Department recozds to interpret the role the press played during the war.
It also sheds new light on official policies designed to govern relations between
the military and the media in Vietnam.

The story has been difficult to write. Many of the pertinent documents were
lost in the chaos that accompanied the fall of Saigon; others have disappeared
with the passage of time. The author has nevertheless managed to reconstruct
much of what happened, to the benefit of future generations of American sol-
diers and newsmen who regrettably may again find themselves involved in battle.

Washington, D.C. WILLIAM A. STOFFT
15 August 1987 Brigadier General, USA
Chief of Military History
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The Author

William M. Hammond is a graduate of the Catholic University of America,
where he received the S.T.B., M.A., and Ph.D. degrees. He has taught Ameri-
can history at the University of Maryland Baltimore County and pohtical science
at Trinity College in Washington, D.C. He is the author of the Army’s history
of the selection and interment of the Vietnam Unknown Soldier, The Unknown
Serviceman of the Vietnam Era; several chapters in The Vietnam War (Crown Pub-
lishers, Inc.); and numerous shorter articles and publications. He is currently writ-
ing the companion volume to this study, Public Affairs: The Military and the
Media, 1968-1973.
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Preface

As the war in South Vietnam developed, a belief grew in official circles that
the attitude of the American public would play a major part in determining
whether the United States would achieve its goals in that conflict. Reasoning that
the news media had a profound influence on public opinion, civilian officials
assumed a larger role than ever before in the formulation of military policies to
manage the press at the scene of the fighting. In the process they affected not
only the handling of the news media in Vietnam but in some measure also the
conduct of the war.

This study examines the evolution of the U.S. government’s public affairs
policies in Vietnam between 1962 and 1968. Adopting a broad viewpoint in order
to depict the many influences—civilian and military, political and diplomatic—
that bore upon the conduct of public affairs, the work describes the tensions that
developed between the institutions of the press and the military as the war grew
and as each served its separate ends. It observes events from the perspective of
the Military Assistance Command’s Office of Information in Saigon, which cairied
much of the burden of press relations, but necessarily considers as well the role
of the White House, the State and Defense Departments, and the U.S. embassy
in Saigon in the creation of information policy. By drawing together many dis-
parate strands, the book seeks to delineate some of the issues and problems that
can confront an open society whenever it wages war.

Many people contributed to the successful completion of this book. Although
I cannot mention all here, a number deserve special notice. Former Chiefs of Mili-
tary History Brig. Gens. James Collins and Douglas Kinnard and Chief Historians
Maurice Matloff and David Trask approved the concept of the book and offered
continual advice and support. Ann David, Douglas Shoemaker, and James Brous-
sard contributed valuable research assistance. Maj. Gen. Winant Sidle, Barry Zor-
thian, John Mueller, Lawrence Lichty, Peter Braestrup, Rodger Bankson, Charles
MacDonald, Stanley Falk, John Schlight, Col. James Ransone, Col. James Dunn,
Lt. Coi. Richard Perry, George MacGarrigle, Vincent Demma, Richard Hunt,
Jeffrey Clarke, Joel Meyerson, and Ronald Spector all read portions of the draft,
contributing important observations. The CMH librarian, Carol Anderson, gave
valuable assistance, as did Harry Zubkoff and his staff at the Department of the
Air Force’s News Clipping and Analysis Service. Jack Shulimson of the Office
of Marine Corps History and William Heimdahi of the Office of Air Force His-

ix

. e e e —————y




tory also deserve special thanks, as does Gustenia Scott who typed the manu-
script and inserted corrections and revisions.

Thanks, as well, should go tc Arthur Hardyman, who designed the layout
of the book; to Howell Brewer, Jr., who coordinated the collection of the photog-
raphy; and to Linda Cajka, who researched and prepared the maps. Special recog-
nition belongs to the editors—Catherine Heerin, Barbara Gilbert, and Diane Sedore
Arms—who gave much more than duty required.

My wife, Lilla, and my children, Michael and Elizabeth, deserve a special men-
tion for tolerating a husband and parent who seemed at times more attentive to
his book than to them.

I alone am responsible for interpretations and conclusions, and for any errors
that appear.

Washington, D.C. WILLIAM M. HAMMOND
15 August 1987
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Prologue

The governments of free nations first learned to bargain with the press in time
of war in 1854, when a correspondent for the London Times, William Howard Rus-
sell, accompanied the British Army into combat in the Crimea. Russell soon dis-
covered that disease was decimating the troops and that outright blundering was
destroying any chance for victory. Supported by the Tintes, he aroused Britain’s
middle classes with descriptions of the horrors of the army’s hospital at
Sevastopol, the ill-advised charge of the Light Brigade, and the fumbling of the
British command. The British establishment responded with charges that the
reporter had ruined Britain’s worldwide public image and accused him of betray-
ing sensitive military information to the enemy. So damaging were his revela-
tions, nevertheless, that the government of Britain’s prime minister, Lord
Aberdeen, fell in a parliamentary vote of no confidence.?

The unseating of a prime minister by a newspaperman was a lesson govern-
ments never forgot. In the years that followed, each time a war occurred the
nations involved attempted either to enlist the cooperation of the press or to
restrain it. The history of warfare in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
thus became at times as much a history of governmental attempts to control the
press as a chronicle of battles.

Tne first efforts were tentative. During the Indian mutiny of 1857, when the
Times announced that Russell would once more accompany the army, the British
government simply took pains to ensure that the reporter received the best of
impressions about everything. The commander in the field, Sir Colin Campbell,
even gave Russell access to official reports—‘‘every information I have myself’—
provided he refrained from mentioning what he knew in camp and used it only
in his letters to the Times. The policy had the desired result. Although Russell
condemned the pillaging of Lucknow by British troops and various atrocities
against captured mutineers by individual British soldiers, he supported the army
and never broke his pledge.?

Circumstances changed during the American Civil War, when a telegraph office
or a railroad was nearly always within reach of a man with a good horse. During
August 1861 the commander of the Army of the Potomac, Maj. Gen. George B.

! This section is based on Joseph J. Mathews, Reporting the Wars (Minncapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1957), pp. 31-51, and William M. rammond, The Light of Controversy: Five Essays
on the Rise of the War Correspondent (Ann Arbor: University Micicfilms, 1972).

2 Quote from William Howard Russell, My Diary in India (London: Routledge, Warner, and
Routledge, 1860), p. 184; The Times of London: The History of The Times (New York: Macmillan, 1947),
2: 316.
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The Military and the Media, 1962-1968

McClellan, who had been an official American observer with the British Army
in the Crimea, tried to work out an entente cordiale with the press similar to the
one Russell had agreed to, but the arrangement broke down because of rivalry
between various newspapers and disagreements over what information was fit
to print. Attempting to control the transmission and dissemination of strategi-
cally important information, President Abraham Lincoln gave the military con-
trol of all telegraph lines and made censorship of the press a function of the War
Department. The move was at best marginally successful. War correspondents
released information of value to the enemy with such regularity that the com-
mander of the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia, General Robert E. Lee,
read northern newspapers assiduously throughout the war. He even came to
know which reporters were the most accurate, commenting on one occasion that
he liked the work of a partizular correspondent for the Philadelphia Inquirer because
the man “’knew what he reported and reported what he knew.”’?

By the end of the nineteenth century, governments began to become sophisti-
cated in their handling of the press in wartime. Although the United States failed
to censor correspondents effectively during the war with Spain, the British elimi-
nated most problems with the press during the Boer War by commissioning
reporters as officers in the army and subjecting them to field regulations. After
a period of confusion the British Army also centralized its censorship effort, for
the first time clearly defining the categories of information of most value to the
enemy. The Japanese carried the process one step further during their war with
Russia in 1904. Welcoming reporters enthusiastically, they took pains to keep them
occupied and entertained but procrastinated for months before taking them into
the field. When the reporters at last visited the scene of battle, the Japanese kept
them as far from the action as possible.

With the outbreak of World War [ in 1914, the British and the French excluded
newsmen from the battlefield, but their opponents were more openhanded.
Recognizing an opportunity to influence world public opinion, German officials
allowed reporters from neutral countries to visit their armies under escort and
singled out prominent correspondents for especially lavish treatment. The Brit-
ish and French held the line for only a few months, relenting gradually when
they realized that continued suppression of independent news from the front
damaged civilian morale. The French allowed newsmen to visit field units under
escort as early as December 1914. The British followed suit in May 1915, accredit-
ing a number of reporters to cover their headquarters in France. Although the
relationship between the press and military authorities remained turbulent, the
press from that time on strengthened its right to cover the war. Everything news-
men wrote was censored, but by the time American forces arrived in France in

3 Lee is quoted in Douglas Southall Freeman, R. E. Lee: A Biography, 4 vols. (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1935), 4: 171. See also Robert W. Coakley, Paul J. Scheips, and Emma J. Portuondo,
Antiwar and Antimilitary Activities in the United States, 1846-1954, OCMH (Office of the Chief of
Military History, which is now the Center of Military History [CMH]) Study, 1970, pp. 25-26.
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Prologue

1917 some fifty reporters were regularly assigned to the British Army, which also
played host to a steady stream of visiting correspondents.*

American commanders for the most part accepted the Allied scheme for
controlling the press but allowed newsmen greater freedom to accompany troops
in the field. A number of American reporters thus took up station with units of
their choice, returning to headquarters only to have their reports censored and
dispatched. At first U.S. commanders attempted to restrict the number of cor-
respondents accredited to the Army to 31, but so many visiting reporters arrived—
at one point over 411—that the system collapsed. Although accredited correspon-
dents supposedly held privileged positions, they had constantly to compete for
support with the visitors, some of whom stayed so long that they became knov'n
as divisional correspondents.5

World War I had a profound effect upon the way governments handled the
press in future wars. A total war that massed not only armies but entire econo-
mies and peoples against one another, it made news a strategic commodity, an
all-important means of buttressing civilian morale. Since they were expending
huge amounts of national treasure and millions of lives—1,265,000 casualties on all
sides at the Battle of the Somme alone—the governments involved could hardly
afford to give their citizens the whole truth. Instead they softened the bad news
by censoring the facts and striving constantly to cast the war in the context of
a noble endeavor, “‘a war,”” as the Western Allies put it, ““to end all wars.”” The
press cooperated, yielding to censorship and concentrating on morale-building
human interest stories.®

News remained a strategic commodity when World War II began in 1939.
Although the French appeared to have forgotten the lessons of the earlier war,
invoking immediate, drastic censorship, the Germans once more allowed cor-
respondents from neutral countries to report more or less as they wished, mak-
ing certain all the while that they saw nothing truly damaging to the German
cause. The British practiced censorship but nevertheless allowed the press to report
the Battle of Britain and the bombing of London with relative freedom. The result
was a public relations coup that gave the widest possible publicity to German
barbarity and British determination.

The ability to transmit information electroni :ally introduced another element
into the management of news during the war. Because all sides were able to broad-
cast their respective interpretations of events, none could insulate its people com-
pletely from the outside world or cut off all word of important military events.
They also found it impossible to release news in a vacuum, without considering
what the other side was saying. The Germans presciibed the death penalty for
citizens caught listening to foreign broadcasts, yet at times more than 50 percent

4 This section is based on Mathews, Reporting the Wars, pp. 155-216.

5 Wilbur Forrest, Behind the Front Page: Stories of Newspaper Stories m the Making (New York: D,
Appleton-Century Co., 1934), pp. 164-65.

¢ Mathews, Reporting the Wars, pp. 155, 175; Frederick Palmer, With My Own Eyes* A Personal Story
of Battle Years (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1933), p. 476.
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The Military and the Media, 1962-1968

of the German people tuned in to Brit-
ish and American programs.”

Throughout the war American and
British correspondents cooperated with
the military. The military, for its part,
saw to it that reporters in the field
obtained a good overall picture of what
was happening, specifying only that
newsmen submit their work for censor-
ship. Reporters complained that the
American public received news of the
battles of Midway and the Coral Sea far
too long after those events had
occurred. Yet when Lt. Gen. George S.
Patton, Jr., slapped a battle-fatigued sol-
dier during the Sicilian campaign, they
suppressed the story at General Dwight
4 D. Eisenhower’s request because it

. . might have been useful to the enemy

Ell;ﬁ(ﬁref;shq Censorship Office, as propaganda. Word of the incident

! surfaced three months later, when
columnist Drew Pearson in Washington learned of it, but even then Pearson sub-
mitted the story to local censors, who passed it on the grounds that killing an
article merely for reasons of morale exceeded their authority.

The handling of the press during the Korean War differed significantly from
that of eariier conflicts. Lacking facilities to censor news reports, the U.S. com-
mander in Korea, General of the Army Douglas MacArthur, imposed a system
of voluntary guidelines similar to the one offered by General McClellan during
the Civil War. Hampered by fierce competition among reporters and by a failure
clearly to specify what news was of value to the enemy, MacArthur’s system broke
down much as had McClellan’s—so much sc that breaches of security by the press
became an almost daily occurrence. The revelations at first made little difference.
North Korean troops, in retreat after the Inchon landing, were unable to take
advantage of the information. The situation became more desperate in Novem-
ber 1950, when Communist China entered the war, forcing American troops onto
the defensive. Unable to tolerate further security violations, MacArthur imposed
censorship.?

Although censorship reduced the number of security violations, it failed to
eliminate them entirely because members of the press disposed to violating the
rules could still report freely when they traveled to Tokyo and the United States.
On 18 June 1951, for example, Newsweek published a map detailing the order of

7 Mathews, Reporting the Wars, p. 214.
8 This section is based on B. C. Mossman., Command and Press Relationships in the Korean
Conflict, OCMH Study [1967), CMH files.
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Prologue

battle for the entire U.S. Eighth Army.
In order to score against the competi-
tion, a few reporters also collaborated
with the correspondent of the Paris
Communist newspaper Le Soir, Wilfred
Burchett, to receive from behind enemy
lines and to publish carefully screened
photographs of smiling and well-fed
American prisoners of war—in effect
providing major international outlets
for enemy propaganda. Military infor-
mation officers, for their part, several
times provoked the press by withhold-
ing legitimate news. When the inmates
rioted at a United Nations prisoner-of-
war facility, the U.S. Army withheld all
word of the event lest it become an
issue in armistice negotiations. Ameri- )
can officials e_llso held back when enemy Yo Chi Minh
prisoners seized the commander of the

Koje-do prisoner-of-war camp, Brig. Gen. Francis T. Dodd, in May 1952. In both
cases word finally surfaced in the form of damaging newspaper exposes.

As the war in Korea continued, the American news media also followed events
in Indochina, reporting the French struggle against Ho Chi Minh and the Viet
Minh, the battle of Dien Bien Phu, and the rise of Ngo Dinh Diem. Prominent
among the newsmen present during those years were Robert Shaplen and Harold
Isaacs of Newsweek, both of whom had arrived during the late 1940s. By the 1950s
Bernard Fall was in Indochina, conducting academic research but also submit-
ting articles to such magazines as the Nation and the Far Eastern Survey. Also report-
ing were Larry Allen and Forest Edwards of the Associated Press, James Robinson
of NBC News, and the Australian freelancer Denis Warner. Because they cov-
ered all of Southeast Asia most of those reporters spent limited amounts of time
in Vietnam, traveling to the country when significant news broke and departing
shortly after the story was told. Only a few remained long enough to gain any
expertise.®

Official agencies dealing with the press in Vietnam during the early years of
the war had little control over reporting. The French instituted censorship and
a system of press camps where newsmen received food, shelter, and official brief-
ings, but reporters had only to leave the country to say what they wanted. As
a result, news of the war originating in Vietnam was heavily censored at the
source, while stories on the same subiject dispatched from Hong Kong and Sin-
gapore flowed freely. The United States handled the press much more easily than

9 *Camp de Presse, Hanoi,”" Indochuie, no. 31 (July 1934), pp. 20-24.
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The Military and the Media, 1962-1968

the French, meeting the few problems that developed as they occurred. Since
most of the articles on South Vietnam appearing in American journals concen-
trated on the Communist inenace and portrayed the president of South Vietnam,
Ngo Dinh Diem, as one of Asia’s ablest leaders, a more formal policy seemed
unnecessary.?

An example of the way the U.S. mission in Saigon handled the press occurred
in November 1959, when Jim Lucas of the Scripps-Howard syndicate arrived in
Saigon to examine theé American aid program. Several months earlier Scripps-
Howard had sparked a congressional investigation by publishing allegations by
correspondent Albert Colegrove to the effect that the U.S. mission was squan-
dering miliions of dollars on high living and unnecessary projects. Although Lucas
had been a celebrated Marine combat correspondent during World War II and
had won a Pulitzer Prize, his arrival in South Vietnam was greeted with con-
siderable misgiving. The commander of the U.S. Military Assistance Advisory
Group, Lt. Gen. Samuel T. Williams, received instructions from the American
embassy to report carefully on all his conversations with the reporter. So too did
other members of the U.S. mission. To eliminate all surprises, the mission also
monitored the reporter’s dispatches, receiving copies from the Saigon cable office
through South Vietnamese officials shortly after they were transmitted and care-
fully marking each with a Confidential security classification, For the rest, Lucas
received every consideration. He stayed at Williams” home his first night in Sai-
gon, accompanied the general on trips into the countryside, and wrote what
he wanted. Not so Colegrove. He was denied a visa to reenter the country by
the South Vietnamese government.!!

If Williams was under pressure, so was Lucas. His employers expected him
to support Colegrove's allegations, but he distrusted his colleague’s sources. In
the end he cabled his editors that he would report what he saw fit. IHe neverthe-
less made certain that he balanced his praise for successful American projects
with careful attention to Colegrove’s original allegations. Lucas reported that some
members of the U.S. mission in Saigon indeed lived in expensive rented hous-
ing and that the attempt to build a radio station for the Diem regime had been
seriously mismanaged. Deeply concerned about Diem’s violations of South Viet-
namese civil rights, he also passed along charges by one of Diem’s political oppo-
nents, Dr. Phan Quang Dan, that the regime was violating its own laws and
attempting to set up a political dictatorship.’

Although allegations such as those of Lucas and Colegrove received wide play
in the American news media, the war in South Vietnam attained little promi-

© E. K. Lindley, ”Ally Worth Having: South Vietnam,”” Newsweek, 29 Jun 59, p. 53; *Revoit at Dawn,”
Time, 21 Nov 60, p. 76; **The Coming Showdown in South Vietnam,*” Reader’s Digest, Nov 61. p. 257.

1t Memo, Lt Ger Samuel T, Williams for Ambassador, 4 Nov 59, sub: Contacts With Mr. jim Lucas,
file 93, Samuel T. Williams Papers, CMH. File 93 also contains copies of Lucas’ dispatches, often
accompanied by the final newspaper version.

2 Memo, Arthur Z. Gardiner, Director, U.S. Operations Mission, Saigon, 5 Nov 59, sub: Memo
of Conversation With Jim Lucas; Memo for the Record (MFR), MAAG J5-CH, 10 Nov 59, sub: Lucas
Interview: lim Lucas “"Vietnam Aid Gets Spntlight,* New York World Teloorantr, 23 Nov §9; Lucas

Al
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Prologue

nence in American newspapers until the end of 1960, when an attempted coup
against Diem in which four hundred civilians were killed prompted the New York
Times to station i Saigon a permanent correspondent, the Pulitzer Prize-winning
reporter Homer Bigart. Joining Malcolm Browne of the Associated Press, Ray
Herndon of United Press International, Nicholas Turner of Reuters, Pierre Chauvet
of Agence France Presse, and part-titne reporters James Wilde of Time and Fran-
ceis Sully of Newsweek, Bigart became the first of the flood of reporters who arrived
in South Vietnam as the United States and North Vietnam escalated the war.

“Hanging Sam’s Men Advise on Communists, Tigers,”” unattributed newspaper clipping, 14 Dec
59: Lucas, “‘Landlords inn Saigen Find U.S. 52 Million Customer,”” Fort Worth Press, 14 Nov 59; Msg,
USINFQ Washington o USIS Saigon, 5 Dec 59, sub: Acticle by Lucas, Wasltinglon Neun Al in file




Taking Sides

The claim that South Vietnam was fighting Communist aggression on its own
with the United States providing only advice and support shaped U.S. relations
with American newsmen in Saigon from the very beginning of the U.S. involve-
ment in South Vietnam. Seeking to reinforce that contention, American policy
makers sought to emphasize the role of the South Vietnamese government in
the release of news to the press. Although U.S. official spokesmen might brief
newsmen on the activities of Awmericans in South Vietnam, they followed South
Vietnamese press guidance on all matters involving the country itself.!

The approach seemed appropriate. U.S. policy sought to strengthen South
Vietnam by fostering the confidence and self-reliance of the country’s leaders,
an end easily frustrated if Americans began assuming functions proper to South
Vietnamese officialdom. The president of South Vietnam, Ngo Dinh Diem, was
also sensitive to any infringement on his nation’s prerogatives. American policy
makers believed that he would resent any attempt by American diplomats to
become the source of news for South Vietnam and that he might even retaliate
by curtailing the flow of information between his government and the U.S.
embassy, a development almost certain to hamper the effort against the Com-
munist insurgency in the countryside.?

The Origins of Controversy, 1961-1963

nformation officers at the embassy were caught between their government’s
concern for South Vietnamese sovereignty and the desire of American newsmen

* Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 11863, 5 Feb 63, U.S. Department of State. Foreign Affairs
Information Management, Bureau of Intelligence and Research (FAIM/IR), Record Group (RG) 951.
Unless otherwise indicated, State Department records cited in this chapter may be found in RG 951
Messages with 2 DAIN number are in the Army’s Staff Communications Center files, which are
presently housed at the Army War College, Carlisle, Pa.

? Msg, Saigon 726 lo Stale, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb 63; Msg, Stale 1006 to Saigon, 21 Feb 62, FAIMIIR,
Msg Saigon 656 ta State DAIN 5949, 8 Tan 63.

11




¥ S

i

v

The Miilitary and the Media, 1962-1968

covering the war to learn as much as possible. They sometimes briefed reporters
in private about South Vietnamese military operations—especially when the Diem
regime’s news releases were less than candid—but their efforts were at best par-
tially successful. When the government of South Vietnam ordered news of a mili-
tary operation suppressed, U.5. Army information officers had no choice but to
respond to queries from reporters with *’1 have been ordered by the Vietnamese
Jeint General Staff not to talk to you about this subject.”” No amount of explain-
ing afterward could totally erase the newsmen'’s impression that the United States
was somehow cooperating with the South Vietnamese to inhibit the flow of news.3

In fact, American policy makers were inclined to release information about
the war because it {1t their concept of good public relations. During a conference
in Honolulu in January 1962 Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara declared
that pessimistic anti-Diem reports in American newspapers were inimical to U.S.
interests in South Vietnam and that adverse reporting hurt ““our case with the
public, with congress, and with our own officials.”” Instead of demanding res-
trictions on the press, McNamara advocated a policy of greater openness. The
U.S. mission in Saigon, he said, should respond to the complaints of newsmen
by declassifying as much information as it could.*

U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam Frederick E. Nolting, Jr., replied with a
practical cbjection. The South Vietnamese must receive credit for winning the
war, he told McNamara; otherwise, they might begin to consider the conflict an
American endeavor and reduce their efforts. “’This must continue to be their fight.
The U.S. must keep in the background.”

Because he believed that good relations with the press were essential,
McNamara instructed military public affairs officers in Saigon to declassify infor-
mation whenever pussible. He nevertheless accepted Nolting’s argument. When
he issued the Recommendations on Actions To Be Taken stemming from the con-
ference he thus said nothing about opening military operations to the press.
Instead, U.S. military commanders in charge of the war were to declassify "“within
their judgment.”” Since basic policy deferred to the South Vietnamese, who
wanted information cut off rather than opened, that judgment continued to be
closely constrained.

in addition, a tangle of military, diplomatic, and political concerns argued
against a policy of open information. Military security, first of all, demanded
secrecy. An open society with little authority over the press except in time of
declared war, the United States faced an enemy who had complete control over
every word published in areas under his domination. While U.S. intelligence
analysts had to work hard to get anything more than propaganda from Com-
munist periodicals, the Communists had only to read the American press to learn

3 Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb 63; Msg, Saigon 656 to State, DAIN 5969, 8 Jan 63;
Dawid Halberstam, “’Curbs in Vietnam Irk U.S. Officers: Americans Under Orders To Withhold News,”
Nei York Times, 22 Nov 62; *Salinger Tells How Kennedy Tried To Hide Vietnam Build-Up,” U.S.
News & World Report, 12 Sep 66, p. 103.

* This section is based on [1Q, CINCPAC, Record of the Secretary of Defense Conference at Hono-
lulu, !5 January 1962 (hereafter cited as Honolulu Conference), pp. 49-50.
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important details of what they wanted to know. A tightening of restrictions
governing the access of newsmen to events and an appeal to the patriotism of
the press to foster restraint thus seemed in order. It might save American lives.

The U.S. decision in 1961 to bolster the sagging Diem regime by taking a more
active role in the war provided what appeared to be a second argument for secrecy.
Because the decision violated the 1954 Geneva Agreements, which had limited
foreign intervention in South Vietnam, it made the United States vulnerable to
Communist propaganda. For although American diplomats had never signed the
agreements and the Communists had broken them for years, there seemed little
doubt that the enemy would use every press release and news conference availa-
ble under a policy of open information to document the allegation that the United
States was the aggressor in South Vietnam.é

A concentration upon secrecy would have a third, even more important effect.
By limiting the American public’s knowledge of what was happening in South
Vietnam, it would help to defuse any adverse domestic reaction to U.S. risk-taking
in Southeast Asia. (Map 1) Recent events had inspired that line of thought. In
a January 1961 speech at the 22d Communist Party Congress, Soviet Premier Nikita
Khrushchev had advocated wars of national liberation. The attempt by an
American-sponsored expeditionary force to invade Cuba at the Bay of Pigs had
failed, and the neutralization of Laos in late 1961 had ended any hope that the
United States might seal South Vietnam’s borders to further Communist aggres-
sion. All had made American leaders alert to the danger of irresolute responses
to Communist initiatives. The American people, however, while well disposed
toward Diein, seemed little interested in a foreign war. If enthusiasm for the con-
flict in South Vietnam began to fade because of negative reporting in the press,
the American effort to defeat Communist aggression in Southeast Asia would
also begin to slip and might even fail for lack of support. A low profile, achieved
through restraints on the press at the scene of conflict and designed to sustain
the American public’s support for the war, seemed a safer course.”

3 John Mecklin, Mission in Torment: An Intimate Account of the U.S. Role in Vietnam (Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1963), pp. 105-06; Roger Hilsman, To Move @ Nation (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
day, 1967), pp. 508-45.

¢ This section is broadly based on the following sources and authorities: Mecklin, Mission in Tor-
ment, pp. 105-06; The Senator Gravel Edition of the Pentagon Papers: The Defense Department History of
United States Decisionmaking on Vietnam (hereafter cited as Pentagon Papers), 4 vols. (Boston: Beacon

ress, 1971), 2: 102-227; Hilsman, To Move a Nation, pp. 421-22; U.S. Army, Pacific, History of the
U.S. Army Build-up and Operations in the Republic of Vietnam, 1 January 1961 to 31 January 1962,
p. 32, CMH files; MFR, U.S. Military Assistance Comumand, Vietnam, Office of Information (MACOI),
9 May 64, sub: Investigation of Captain Shank’s Allegations in Letters Home, 69A702 2/15, Washing-
ton National Records Center (WNRC); Memo, Coi B. L. Baker, USAF, for Arthur Sylvester, ASD
(PA), 12 Mar 64, sub: Restrictions on Release of Information in RVN, Directorate of Defense Informa-
tion (DDI), News from Vietnam (56) file; Msg, State 1574 to Saigon, 24 Jun 61, and Msg, State 796
to Saigon, 20 Dec 61, both in FAIM/IR.

7 Mecklin, Mission in Tonnent, pp. 105-06; Pierre Salinger, With Kennedy (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
day, 1966), p. 134; Hilsman, To Mowe a Nation, pp. 134-35, 150, 349; Louis Harris, The Auguish of Change
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1973), pp. 53-54. Examples of official concern for public opinion may
be found in the Pentagon Papers, 2:113, 120, and 3:559; Msg, Saigon 726 to State. DAIN HME8A3, 5 Fols
§32; Hoauiuiu Cunierence, 15 jan 62, p. 48.
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Taking Sides

On 21 February 1962, the U.S. Information Agency and the State and Defense
Departments solidified their press policy in a message to the U.S. mission in Sai-
gon. Widely known as Cable 1006, the directive stressed the need to reinforce
the idea that the war was essentially a South Vietnamese affair. Although Ameri-
can newsmen would always tend to concentrate on the activities of Americans,
“it is not . . . in our interest . . . to have stories indicating that Americans are
leading and directing combat missions against the Viet Cong.”” While news sto-
ries critical of the South Vietnamese would likewise always exist, newsmen were
to be made to understand that ““frivolous, thoughtless criticism’’ of the South
Vietnamese government made cooperation with the Diem regime difficult to
achieve. To prevent that problem, correspondents were never to go along on mili-
tary operations that might generate unfavorable news stories that the United States
wanted to avoid.®

The cable’s State Department authors justified the directive as an attempt to
give local U.S. officials in Saigon more flexibility in dealing with newsmen, a major
effort to achieve ‘“maximum cooperation’” with the press. While the directive
recognized the right of American reporters to cover the war and ordered the U.S.
ambassador to keep the press informed to an extent compatible with military secu-
rity, it also stressed the need for officials to operate without the interference of
newsmen. In that way, far from opening information, the cable prompted the
U.S. mission in Saigon to persist in the practice of excessive classification to a
degree that denied newsmen access to whole segments of the war.?

The Saigon correspondents perceived the hardening. Shortly after Cable 1006
arrived in Saigon, they began to complain in print of difficulties in getting infor-
mation from embassy officers. Homer Bigart wrote that “ American officials who
‘leak’ stories unflattering to the Saigon government . . . are tracked down and
muzzled.”” He added that ’correspondents who send gloomy dispatches are apt
to be upbraided for lack of patriotism.”” David Halberstam, another Tines cor-
respondent, concurred. ““United States military officers here have expressed some
concern,”” he said, *’because they feel they are being muzzled by the South Viet-
namese government with the support of the United States. . . . American officers
serving in the field and flying helicopters believe that Americans at home have
too little knowledge and understanding of what is going on in Vietnam.’’1

The Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, Roger Hilsman, later
disputed the newsmen’s contentions. The commander of the U.S. Military
Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), General Paul D. Harkins, had issued
a memorandum during November 1962 in which he advised U.S. officers in South

8 Msg, State 1006 to Saigon, 21 Feb 62. Cable 1006 is elaborated on in U.S. Congress, House,
Committee on Government Operations, Subcommittee on Foreign Operations and Government Infor-
mation, Unilted States Information Problems in Vietnam, 88th Cong,., 1st sess., 1 October 1963, H. Rpt.
797 (hereafter cited as Moss Report), p. 3. See also Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp. 111-19; Thomas
C. Sorensen, The Word War: The Story of American Propaganda (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), p. 191.

? Msg, State 1006 to Saigon, 21 Feb 62; Moss Report, p. 12; Mecklin, Mission in Torment, p. 115.

19 Homer Bigart, *“Saigon’s Regime Rejects Pressures for Reforms,’” New York Tiwes, 3 Jun 62; Hal-
berstam, “Curbs in Vietnam Irk U.S. Officers.”
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The Military and the Media, 1962-1968

Vietnam to be “’sincere and truthful”’ in their dealings with the press and never
to ““use security as an excuse’’ for failing to discuss unclassified matters. Hils-
man said that Harkins’ guidance reflected the true direction of official relations
with the press in South Vietnam.!!

In fact, whatever Harkins’ affirmations, the U.S. mission in Saigon, with the
approval of the State and Defense Departments, tended to define military secu-
rity and the national interest narrowly and to treat the American involvement
in Southeast Asia as if it were a clandestine operation. South Vietnam was far
too open an environment, and the newsmen resident there “ar too freewheeling,
for that approach. As a result, military secrets became knc  n daily to the press,
and the credibility of the U.S. mission in South Vietnam d .iined with each new
revelation.?

Policy makers in Washington, for example, refused to allow information officers
to mention the use of napalm in releases to the press lest the Communists make
propaganda of it, but newsmen went into the field, observed napalm exploding,
and recorded its effects with their cameras. One photograph even appeared on
the cover of Life magazine in early 1962. The restriction thus accomplished little
beyond lowering the confidence of newsmen in the candor of American diplo-
mats and military officers.®

The same was true of a policy that limited information on the use of armed
helicopters against the Viet Cong. On 25 July 1963, Peter Arnett of the Associated
Press filed a story claiming that the United States had altered its rules of engage-
ment in South Vietnam to permit helicopters to take offensive action against the
enemy. The change had indeed occurred because the morale of U.S. helicopter
crews demanded that they be allowed to fire at the enemy before he could fire
at them. Despite that justification the United States refused to admit that Ameri-
cans were taking a more active role in combat. It avowed instead that the Ameri-
can mission in South Vietnam was logistical, technical, and advisory and that
U.S. helicopters fired only when fired upon. The chief of the Army Section of
the U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group tried to explain the change by tell-
ing newsmen that helicopter crews laid down only “’suppressive fire’’ to keep
the enemy at bay while they delivered their loads. He maintained that such defen-
sive firing differed significantly from offensive artillery barrages and fixed-wing
aircraft strikes. Reporters had nevertheless been in the field and had seen the
helicopters firing. Rejecting hairsplitting distinctions, they lost more confidence
in the embassy."

Although the effects of the policies on napalm and helicopters were detrimen-
tal, nothing hurt the U.S. mission’s credibility more than the practice of conceal-
ing the American role in the air war. American officials in both Saigon and

1 Msg, Saigon 327 to State, 19 Dec 62, FAIM/IR; Moss Report, p. 5.

12 Moss Report, p. 5.

13 Memo, Baker for Sylvester, 12 Mar 64, sub: Restrictions on Release of Information in RVN; Mecklin,
Mission in Torment, p. 115.

¥ Memo, Baker for Sylvester, 12 Mar 64, sub: Restrictions on Release of Information in RVN.
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Washington saw no reason to tell the press that American pilots were flying com-
bat missions for the South Vietnamese Air Force. Public affirmation of that fact
might have harmed South Vietnamese morale while playing into the hands of
Communist propagandists. Thus, American newsmen were denied permission
to visit the South Vietnamese air base at Bien Hoa, near Saigon, where many
U.S. airmen lived. The commander of the Pacific Air Forces, General Emmet
O’Donnell, told reporters that American combat pilots were in South Vietnam
only to train South Vietnamese airmen, not to fight the war themselves. While
those pilots often accompanied their counterparts into battle, they did so only
to advise their trainees in ~ practical context.®

The facis were different. Although South Vietnamese pilots flew smaller
aircraft, few were qualified to fly the A-26 bomber and still fewer capable of con-
ducting a combat mission in one. The so-called trainee was usually a low-ranking
enlisted man who sat to one side while the Americans did the work.1

As air sorties numbering over a thousand per month by early 1963 began to
produce U.S. casualties, there was no chance that reporters would miss what
was going on. Noting the crash of a South Vietnamese A-26 bomber 260 miles
north of Saigon, for example, the Associated Press reported on 9 April 1963 that
aU.S. pilot and copilot had been aboard along with a South Vietnamese observer
and that American pilots flew bombers belonging to the South Vietnamese Air
Force because South Vietnam had too few trained pilots. The attempt to mislead
newsmen about the extent of American involvement in the air war thus forced
information officers to take a position that once more hurt their credibility.?”

Official Optimism, 1962

fficial disclaimers, the narrow definition of military security, and the need

to get along with the Diem regime were only the beginnings of the Ameri-
can mission’s problem with newsmen. Also important was the tendency of both
the U.S. mission in Saigon and those agencies in Washington concerned with
the war to state in public that everything was going well when the personal
experience of newsmen at the scene suggested the opposite.

There seemed to be good reasons for this official stance. If American diplo-
mats a:«d military advisers were to acknowledge publicly that South Vietnam was
faltering, the American people and their congressional representatives might ques-
tion whether further U.S. aid was appropriate. Diem would become even more
difficult to deal with, and the Communists would undoubtedly broadcast the affir-

15 Ihid. O’Donnell is paraphrased in [AP], *“U.S. Role Redefined,”” New York Tunes, 26 Feb 63. See
also Mecklin, Mission in Torment, p. 115.

16 Meme Baker for Sylvester, 12 Mar 64, sub: Restrictions on Release of Information in RVN.

17 Msg, Saigon 749 to State, 13 Feb 63, FAIM/IR; **Vietnamese B-26 Crashes While on Strafing Mis-
sion,”” New York Times, 9 Apr 63.

17




The Military and the Media, 1962-1968

mation as an American admission of their own success. It thus seemed better,
when the South Vietnamese were defeated in battle, to attempt to diminish the
importance of the event by steering the press toward progress in other areas of
the war.1®

The Saigon correspondents, for their part, usually refused to go along. Since
they had private sources of information, thev knew most of what was happen-
ing in South Vietnam and viewed U].5. attempts to underscore South Vietnamese
success as just one more proof of the U.S. mission’s desire to placate Diem. More
than diplomacy, however, was involved in the official optimism that emanated
from Saigon and circulated in Washington. Senior American officials honestly
believed that the South Vietnamese government’s prospects were improving, and
they could back their conclusion with convincing quantitative proof.1®

The U.S. buildup after 1961, for example, seemed to have strengthened the
South Vietnamese armed forces. By the end of 1962 an augmented corps of Ameri-
can advisers had centralized South Vietnamese logistical functions, improved intel-
ligence reporting, and restructured the country’s system of military training. In
1961 no reliable military communications network had existed in South Vietnam.
By September 1962 all of South Vietnam’s major military units were linked by
telephone and all radio frequencies were standardized.?’

These improvements seemed to show their worth in battle. By early 1963, U.S.
officials claimed, South Vietnamese commanders had learned to use American-
supplied M113 armored personnel carriers and had begun to operate with the
help of American helicopters in such formerly inviolate enemy strongholds as
War Zone D northeast of Saigon and the U Minh Forest in the Mekong Delta.
Unfamiliar with the tactics the new equipment allowed and terrified of the helicop-
ters, the enemy suffered a series of defeats and seemed increasingly on the defen-
sive.2!

American officials could also cite progress in the pacification program, the
government’s effort to win the peasantry to its side. During 1962 and 1963, they
told newsmen, the South Vietnamese Army had cleared numerous ‘‘hard core”
Viet Cong regions, moving the residents to fortified hamlets where psychologi-
cal warfare groups, specialists in civic action, and first-aid teams could demon-
strate directly the government’s concern for its people. So successful had the

18 Interv with Col Greene, Secretary of the MACV Joint Staff, 1963-64, 6 Jun 65, p. 17, CMH files;
Msg, State 1006 to Saigon, 21 Feb 62; Hilsman, To Move a Nation, p. 441; Phil G. Goulding, Confirm
or Deny: Informing the People on National Security (New York: Harper & Row, 1970), p. 20.

¥ Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb 63.

2 HQ, MACV Adwisory Group, Final Report of Daniel B. Porter, Jr.. Colonel, USA, Senior
Advisor of 1l and 1V Corps, 13 December 1962-13 February 1963, 13 Feb 63, and Memo, Gen Paul
. Harkins for President Ngo Dinh Diem, 15 May 63, both in CMH files; Brigadier General James
Lawton Collins, Jr., The Development and Training of the South Vietnamese Army, 1950-1972, Vietnam
Studies (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1975), pp. 20-29.

2 Litr, Col Daniel B. Porter to Thomas Lewis, 3 Nov 71, quoted extensively in Thomas Lewis, “The
Year of the Hare”” (M.A. diss., George Washington University, 1972), p. 56. See also Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam, Translation of the Viet Cong After Action Report on the Battle of Ap Bac, 2
Jan 63, IR 2903011563, 1 May 63, CMH files.
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Ambassador Nolting Entertains Diem, 1962

program become, official spokesmen said, that by 1963 South Vietnam seemed
on the verge of isolating the enemy from the people. They buttressed their claim
with statistics. Total Viet Cong-initiated incidents in the Mekong Delta had
dropped from 3,338 between January and June 1962 to 2,769 between july 1962
and January 1963. During the same period the percentage of the population of
South Vietnam’s Mekong Delta under enemy control had declined eight percent-
age points.??

The United States knew that much was wrong in South Vietnam but believed
that this positive side of the war should be told, to boister the confidence of South
Vietnam’s leaders, to spur further accomplishment, and to counter the negative
reporting of the press. While they noted that the South Vietnamese and the Com-
munists had fought to a draw and that the war would go on for many years,
official spokesmen rarely failed to n.ention in their statements the growing *“ffec-
tiveness”’ of U.S. aid and the fact that the South Vietnamese were gaining.?

Examples of the kind of rhetoric that resulted were abundant throughout July,

2 Msg, Saigon 261 to State, DAIN 85011, 19 Aug 63; see also Porter’s comments in his letter to
Lewis, “The Year of the Hare,”” pp. 56-57.

3 Mecklin, Misston i Torment, p. 117; Tad Szulc, '“Vietnam Conflict Seen at Impasse,”” New York
Times, 22 Aug 62; **McNamara Lauds Gains in Vietnam,”” New York Times, 7 jul 62.
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August, and September of 1962. On 7 July Secretary of Defense McNamara told
a Pentagon press conference that U.5. aid to South Vietnam had been a positive
influence over events in Southeast Asia while Communist effectiveness had
declined. The South Vietnamese Army had improved its “’kill ratios,”” forcing
the Communists to stage fewer incidents and to attack with fewer men. Return-
ing on 25 July from a conference in Hawaii, McNamara amplified his remarks.
Although the war could last for years, the South Vietnamese were ‘‘beginning
to hit the Viet Cong insurgents where it hurts most—in winning the people to
the side of the government.’” Not only was American military assistance succeed-
ing, the practice of collecting the country’s peasants in fortified villages away from
enemy influence, the strategic hamlet program, had provided the common peo-
ple with protection while giving them ““the opportunity to learn basic democratic
practices in electing their own village leaders by secret ballot.”’24

Roger Hilsman echoed McNamara. In a widely reported September interview
he predicted that the campaign to provide security for South Vietnam’s country-
side through military and social programs might take seven years but that there
was reason for “‘guarded optimism’’ over its outcome. Vigorous U.S. logistical
support had given ‘‘new confidence’” to South Vietnam’s armed forces and had
sparked a number of gratifying victories. In the process more than two thousand
hamlets had become fortified villages closely identified with the Diem govern-
ment through medical, economic, and educational assistance. Meanwhile, Hils-
man said, the Viet Cong defection rate had risen, the number of enemy recruits
had fallen off, and portions of South Vietnam closed to outsiders just a few months
before had become open and safe.?

More hesitant than official spokesmen, American newspapermen in South Viet-
nam at first shared this optimism. While some—Homer Bigart, for example, and
Newsweek stringer Francois Sully—remained implacable opponents of the Diem
regime, others, such as Robert Trumbull and David Halberstam of the New York
Times, were impressed by the enlarged U.S. commitment to South Vietnam. In
a 7 July 1962 story entitled “Vietnamese Rout Red Unit,”” Trumbull featured a
South Vietnamese helicopter operation that had surprised and put to flight a group
of Communist guerrillas on the outskirts of Saigon. He called the action ““a nota-
ble victory in the kind of widespread, small-scale warfare being fought in Viet-
nam.”’ Halberstam was also optimistic. Referring to a South Vietnamese victory
at An Hu in the Plain of Reeds, an area west of Saigon near the Cambodian bor-
der, the reporter observed that 153 Viet Cong had perished because American
logistical support, especially helicopters, had allowed South Vietnamese units
to seek out the enemy on his own ground. In later reports Halberstam reinforced
official contentions that U.S. assistance was paying off with his repeated asser-
tions that the South Vietnamese were keeping the enemy off balance and that

4 “McNamara Lauds Gains in Vietnam”’; [AP], “’McNamara Hails Gains in Vietnam,”” New York
Times, 25 Jul 62.
5 'y S, Aide Guardedly Optimistic,” New York Tumes, 19 Sep 62; Hanson W. Baldwin, *‘Cautious

Optimism Vuiced by U.S. in War on Reds,”” New Yerk Tuses, 28 Sep 82,
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the Viet Cong were in awe of the helicopter. So favorable was his work that the
State Department sent a letter to his employers at the Times commending him
for his accuracy and fairness.?

Although the infusion of American men and materiel had indeed thrown the
Viet Cong off stride, the gain was at best temporary. The enemy learned to cope
with helicopters and armored personnel carriers and soon regained the initia-
tive. As South Vietnamese fortunes declined, the Saigon correspondents began
once more to criticize, citing the inability of the South Vietnamese armed forces
to deal with the enemy and the fact that, for all the promise of the strategic ham-
lets, the effort to win the peasantry to the side of the government remained much
in doubt.

Their statements reflected a split that had developed within the U.S. mission
in Saigon. The ambassador and his top military aides contended that the war
was going well and that success in battle would ensure the adherence of South
Vietnam'’s peasantry to the Diem regime. Many junior officers believed just the
opposite. Critical of South Vietnamese efforts, they argued that Diem was losing
the war and that the United States had to do more to win the people to the side
of the government. Because they were rarely exposed to the ambassador and
his aides but in frequent contact with lower-ranking U.S. advisers to South
Vietnamese combat units, newsmen tended to reflect the more negative view-
point in their reports.?

Shortly after McNamara delivered his cautiously optimistic 25 July report on
the progress of the war, for example, Jacques Nevard of the New York Times
expressed doubts that the war was going as well as everyone said. Drawing upon
his own sources, he said he believed that the Diem regime had at best a **50-50"’
chance for survival and that many U.S. officers training South Vietnamese units
considered the odds even slimmer. The reporter argued that most of the people
he had interviewed disagreed with McNamara. While the secretary thought that
the South Vietnamese were winning the people to the side of the government,
the consensus among Americans serving in the field was that political apathy
or even hostility on the part of large segments of the population continued to
be the Communists’ biggest asset. McNamara spoke of democratic practices in
the strategic hamlets, but most Americans in contact with day-to-day operations
suspected that many occupants of the hamlets had been rounded up and reset-
tled forcibly and that the walls protecting the villages were designed as much
to keep the residents in as to keep the Viet Cong out. Nevard concluded that
although there was general agreement that the South Vietnamese armed forces,
supported by 9,000 United States soldiers, airmen, and marines, had been fight-

2 Robert Trumbull, “’Vietnamese Rout Red Unit,”” New York Times, 7 Jul 62; David Halberstam,
*’South Vietnamese Inflict Major Defeat on Reds,”” New York Tintes, 19 Sep 62, and **Viet Cong Serves
Tea and Weapons,”” New York Times, 12 Oct 62; Msg, State 562 to Saigon, 30 Nov 62, FAIM/IR.

# Memo, William H. Sullivan for Robert McNamara [Sep 63], sub: Divergent Attitudes in U.S. Official
Community, p. 3, CMH files.
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ing more efficiently than before, there was also agreement that the insurgents
were becoming stronger all the time.?

Although less critical than Nevard, Halberstam soon began to display similar
doubts. In a 21 October article on the background of the war he noted that despite
a few successes on the part of the South Vietnamese, most of the optimism
emanating from the U.S. government seemed unwarranted. ‘“This is a war fought
in the presence of a largely uncommitted or somewhat unfriendly peasantry,”’
he said, “’by a government that has yet to demonstrate much appeal to large ele-
ments of its own people. The enemy is lean and hungry, experienced in this type
of warfare, patient in his campaign, endlessly self-critical, and above all, an enemy
who has shown that he is willing to pay the price.”” There was considerably less
optimism in the field than in Washington or Saigon. ““The closer one gets to the
actual contact level of this war, the further one gets from official optimism.”’?

If Nevard’s and Halberstam'’s appraisals were pessimistic, they were still closer
to the truth than McNamara’s. The two reporters had based their conclusions
on the practical, concrete testimony of American advisers at the scene of the action.
McNamara, on the other hand, placed great store in statistics which, although
useful as indicators of enemy activity, failed to grasp the basically political, human
essence of the war. The loyalty of the South Vietnamese people to their leaders,
the quality of local governments, and the success of attempts to change the opin-
ions of the populace were the elements officials needed to measure, and they
were not susceptible to measurement through the kill ratios, estimates of the per-
centage of the population pacified, and tallies of enemy-initiated incidents upon
which McNamara relied.

Complicating the problem was the fact that McNamara’s numbers were drawn
mostly from South Vietnamese sources. The secretary’s view of the war was thus
shaped by the statements of South Vietnamese military commanders, who tended
to report what they believed the Americans wanted—large numbers of sorties
against the Viet Cong, heavy body counts, action—and to magnify their own
achievements to gain approval.®

Most U.S. observers admitted a wide margin for latitude and doubt in the war’s
statistics, but that recognition only tempted American officials to inject their own
interpretations into reports from the field in order to explain away deficiencies.
During 1963, for example, junior civilian members of the country team began to
argue through channels that South Vietnamese military operations had done lit-
tle to improve acceptance of Diem by the peasantry. Senior officials within the

 Jacques Nevard, ’Americans Voice Doubt on Vietnam,”” New York Times, 29 Jul 62.

» Pavid Halberstam, “U.S. Deeply Involved in the Uncertain Struggle for Vietnam,”” New York
Times, 21 Qct 62.

3 Robert B. Rigg, CINCPAC Director of Intelligence, 1962-63, *'The Asian Way,” Arnny 20 (July
1970); 45-46. Memo, Lt Col John Cushman, Senior Adviser to the ARVN 21st Division, 1964, for Lt
Col Robert Montague, Strategic Hamlets Adviser, 1964 {1964}, sub: Performance Evaluation in Viet-
nam, Ltr, William P. Bundy, Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, to David Ness, Dep-
uty Chief of Mission, Saigon, 16 Jan 64, both in CMH files.
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U.S. mission who disagreed either mode. ated the negative reports that passed
across their desks or neglected to send them on to Washington.3

The same thing happened to the Saigon correspondents. Although reporters
in the field disagreed more and more with U.S. policy, the opinions of their edi-
tors turned critical only gradually. When the newsmen began to object to the U.S.
mission’s restrictive policies and unrealistic assessments, those editors doubted
their younger subordinates” statements and chose to moderate them before send-
ing them to press.3

As the difficulty of working with Diem increased, second- and third-level
embassy officers and military advisers, who had the most direct experience of
the Diem regime’s failings, began to disagree more and more vehemently with
their superiors, who appear to have interpreted any criticism of U.S. progress
in South Vietnam as a personal affront. Secretary of Defense McNamara com-
missioned William H. Sullivan, a Foreign Service officer of long experience with
Southeast Asian affairs, to look into the problem. Sullivan reported during Sep-
tember 1963 that as doubts grew and emotional pressures built up, internecine
warfare had flared between the two groups. Unable to obtain a symapathetic hear-
ing, the dissenters began leaking classified information to the press in hopes that
publication of their point of view would attract the notice of Washington agen-
cies and bring change. Although many American editors cut the stories that
resulted, some, especially the editors of Netwsweek and the New York Times, printed
enough to alarm the governments of both the United States and South Vietnam.3

U.S. policy makers were ambivalent in their response. Aware that the practice
of leaking derogatory information to the press would identify them too closely
with criticisms of Diem and damage the American ability to work with the South
Vietnamese government, they attempted to restrain official dissenters in private.
Yet they were unwilling to tamper openly with the institution of the press and
opposed any form cf direct censorship of news dispatches. In general, they con-
sidered outright suppression of the Saigon correspondents a mistake and South
Vietnamese success the best antidote to a bad press.3!

Diem shared neither the Americans’ fears nor their principles. He found it
difficult to understand how the American press could publish anything deroga-
tory about an ally in mortal combat with a mutual enemy and expected the same
broad support from American newsmen that he received from the U.S. govern-
ment. When he found that support wanting and observed that reporters actually
used leaked information to attack his policies, he reacted with indignation. Every
critical newspaper dispatch became a sign of the reporters’ sympathy for the Viet

3 Memo, Sullivan for McNamara {Sep 63}, sub: Divergent Attitudes in U.S. Official Community,

.3
P 32 Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb 63; David Halberstam, The Making of a Quagmire
(New York: Random House, 1964), pp. 266-69.

3 Memo, Sullivan for McNamara [Sep 63], sub: Divergent Attitudes in U.S. Official Community,
p- 2; Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp. 61, 105, 118.

3% Ltr, Frederick B. Nolting to Chalmers Wood, Director of the Dept of State Vietnam Working Group,
1 Nov 62, FAIMIIR; see also Msg, Saigon 252 to State, 27 Aug 63, FAIMIIR.
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Cong, and that sympathy, with its treasonous implications, made the newsmen
seem “‘worse than the communists.”’3

Confrontation: The Bigart and Sully Cases

eightened by the U.S. mission’s own ambivalence, the tensions growing

between Diein and the press undermined official relations with newsmen
from early 1962 onward. For at the very moment when the United States was
attempting to put as good a face on the war as possible, the Diem regime was
moving to stifle its most outspoken critics in the press, Homer Bigart and Fran-
cois Sully. The controversy that resulted crystallized the prejudices of the Saigon
correspondents.

The more experienced of the two reporters, Bigart had few illusions about the
war. Doubting that a regime as weak as Diem’s could overcome an enemy as
resourceful as the Viet Cong, he wrote his conclusions with a vigor that galled
the South Vietnamese. A “‘stringer’ (occasional reporter) for Newsweek, Sully
lacked Bigart's experience as a newsman but compensated with an acid pen. Since
his editors at Newsweek were themselves critical of Diem, he attracted the presi-
dent’s antipathy because of what he wrote but also simply because he was
Newsweek’s representative.3®

The hostility surfaced in March 1962, when Diem, emboldened by several
military successes on the battlefield and by American official optimism, summar-
ily ordered both newsmen deported. Although hardly satisfied with the work
of Bigart and Sully, the U.S. mission in Saigon had little choice but to support
the two reporters. As State Department officials observed, the expulsion of cor-
respondents representing periodicals as influential as the New York Times and
Newsweek would make it much more difficult for the United States to maintain
American public and congressional support for the war and greatly complicate
U.S. relations with South Vietnam.3”

The task of negotiating with the South Vietnamese fell to the U.S. mission’s
Charge d’ Affaires, William Trueheart, who on 23 March won a three-day exten-
sion for Bigart but nothing for Sully. Although Diem was willing to bargain, he
clearly intended to assert his independence. Nolting then intervened, winning
recision of the expulsion order against Bigart but again nothing for Sully. Diem
was adamant. Sully, he said, had for years maligned the Ngo family with impu-
nity, undermining the loyalty of South Vietnam’s people to their government
and contributing to an unsuccessful coup in 1962. The reporter’s presence in South

3 Msg, Saigon 1164 to State, 10 Dec 60, and Msg, Saigon 258 to State, 17 Sep 60, both in FAIM/IR;
Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb 63.

3 Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp. 129-30.

7 Msg, State 1131 to Saigon, 23 Mar 62, FAIM/IR.
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Vietnam constituted both a continuing embarrassment and a threat to the exis-
tence of the state.3®

Nolting responded that the success of joint U.S.-South Vietnamese helicopter
operations had at last brought recognition in the American press for the Diem
regime’s ability to win and that the expulsion of the two correspondents would
jeopardize the trend. Moved by the argument, Diem agreed to countermand the
order against Sully but vowed that neither reporter would remain in South Viet-
nam after his current visa expired. To enforce his own opinion of what good press
relations should be, Diem then cut off many of Sully’s South Vietnamese sources
and excluded the reporter from government-sponsored #rips for the press into
the field.

Considering an attack on one a threat to all, the Saigon correspondents also
refused to yield. While Newsweek, according to Sully, did attempt to balance its
critical tone with more positive stories and the Times rotated Bigart home in July,
press support for South Vietnam remained less than the total commitment Diem
seemed to expect. Reporters continued to qualify their stories of South Vietnamese
victories with statements that cautioned against overoptimism, and occasional
critical commentaries on the war continued to appear.®

The situation worsened during July and August. In July Bigart wrote a wrap-up
of his tour in South Vietnam for the Times. Blaming the war’s lack of progress
upon Diem’s inability to win the loyalty of the South Vietnamese people, the
reporter called for a complete reassessment of the American aid program to South
Vietnam. He then made what seemed at the time an exceedingly pessimistic
prediction. If the United States failed to make the Diem regime reform, he wrote,
it would face two equally undesirable alternatives. It would have either to replace
Diem with some sort of military junta or to commit American troops to the war
to bolster South Vietnam’s sagging prospects.

Sully followed shortly thereafter with an unpleasant article of his own. In it
the reporter admitted the tactical strides the United States had made in South
Vietnam but countered them with a military Gresham'’s law in which bad poli-
cies drove out good. Quoting Bernard Fall, by then a well-known scholar, he
argued that the war in Southeast Asja was more political than military, that Ameri-
can advisers had trained the South Vietnamese to wage a purely conventional
war when unconventional methods were needed, and that the U.S. Marine Corps
might fly helicopters for the South Vietnamese but could never give peasant sol-
diers an ideology worth dying for. He cited as evidence an interview he had held
with an anonymous South Vietnamese general who had attributed most of the
country’s ills to the Diem regime. The military chain of command was defunct
in South Vietnam, the general had said, because Diem held all the strings. The
war in the central provinces was likewise going badly because the people refused

3 Msg, Saigon 1231 to State, 27 Mar 62, and Msg, Saigon 1215 to State, 23 Mar 62, both in FAIM/IR.

» Msg, Saigon 1380 to State, 30 Apr 62, FAIMIIR,
0 Tbid.
 Homer Bigart, *Vietnam Victory Remote,” New York Times, 25 Jul 62.
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to trust the government and aided the
enemy instead.??

Sully’s comments were little differ-
ent from what was being reported else-
where in the press, but Newsweek drew
them to Diem’s attention by illustrating
the article with a picture of a group of
South Vietnamese militia women under
the command of Diem’s sister-in-law,
Madame Ngo Dinh Nhu. The accom-
panying caption read: ‘’Female militia
in Saigon: the enemy has more drive
and enthusiasm.”’4

By the time his article appeared,
Bigart was out of the country and
beyond Diem’s reach; but Suily lacked
that advantage. A resident of South
Vietnam, he was an easy target for all
the antipathy Diem had built up against
the press. Upon the appearance of his
article, therefore, Madame Nhu immediately responded with an open letter
expressing ‘‘profound indignation’” at the reporter’s disrespect for South Viet-
namese womanhood. The Times of Vietnam and other state-controlled Saigon
newspapers followed with a series of bold-faced attacks against Sully and his
employers. The newsman was accused of being an opium smuggler, a Viet Cong
spy, and a patron of sex orgies. The police put him under surveillance. Even those
South Vietnamese who opposed Diem politically were offended, asserting that
Sully’s abuses were an affront to their national pride and that a people whose
country was divided and at war cught to be entitled to at least some “’special
consideration.”"#

Ambassador Nolting entered the dispute at once, making all the arguments
he had made before but adding that reporters rarely wrote picture captions. When
Diem nevertheless ordered Sully to leave the country, the Saigon correspondents
took the decree as a direct threat. When they met on the evening of 4 September
to demonstrate their concern and to formulate a comion response, they found
themselves united in their bitterness toward Diem but unable to agree on a com-
mon course of action. Nonresident newsmen favored a moderate protest to Diem.
The others wanted something sharper. Suspicion of Sully heightened the dis-
agreement. At one point most of the newsmen present even turned to the reporter
to ask if he had ever been a Communist or a French agent. Finally, only six Ameri-

Homer Bigart

42 Francois Suily, “’Vietnam: The Unpleasant Truth,”” Newsweek, 26 Aug 62, pp. 40-41.

# Picture, Newsweek, 20 Aug 62, p. 40.

# Airgram, Saigon Mission to Gtate, 27 Aug 62, and CIA Study, sub: The Press in South Vietnam,
in Meg, Saigon 572 to State, 13 Jun &1, bath in FAIMAR: Mecklin Mission in Torment pp 132-3%

26

LA R L




Taking Sides

can correspondents agreed to sign a
strongly worded letter to Diem. The rest
composed a more moderate protest the
next day.#

Although reporters disagreed on the
subject of Sully, they were united in the
belief that the whole affair had been an
attempt to intimidate them. The Diem
regime failed to dispel the impression.
When Secretary of State for the
Presidency Nguyen Dinh Thuan invited
the six protesting newsmen to his office
to assure them that his government’s
actions against Sully had never been
meant as a threat to the entire press
corps, the newsmen interpreted the
minister’s words as yet another attempt
at coercion. They even questioned the
U.S. embassy’s role in the affair. They
knew that Nolting had argued on
Sully’s behalf, but they contended nevertheless that the ambassador’s failure was
intentional one more instance of the United States placating Diem.#

The U.S. mission lost stature in Diem’s eyes as well. Strengthened by his
success in circumventing American wishes, secure in his knowledge that the
United States would do nothing substantial to deter him, and angered by a 24
September article in Newsweek critical of his government, he began immediate
preparations to ban the magazine from South Vietnam permanently.?

Despite a deep concern for secrecy and a desire to foster South Vietnamese
sovereignty, the State Department once more refused to concur. Asserting that
’U.S. policy is firm in supporting the principle of a free press and cannot over-
look damage to it, no matter how irritating or unfounded press reports frequently
are,”’ it instructed Nolting to protest. The department framed a convincing appeal
to South Vietnamese pride for him to use. Any attempt to banish an internation-
ally prominent magazine such as Newsweek would give the world the idea that
the South Vietnamese were too weak to stand criticism and that Diem wished
to “cover up’’ his failures. The American public’s confidence in the soundness
of its government's policy of strong support for South Vietnam might in turn
begin to waver.#

Francois Suily

# Mecklin, Mission in Torment, p. 134; Msg, Saigon 255 to State, 6 Sep 62, FAIM/IR,

46 **The Press in Victnam,’” Washington Post, 6 Sep 62; Msg, Saigon 255 to State, 6 Sep 62; Mecklin,
Mission in Torment, p. 134.

7 Msg, Saigon 349 to State. 25 Sep 62, sub: Summary of GVN Information Directorate Commu-
nique, and Msg, State 363 to Saigon, 25 Sep 62, both in FAIM/IR.
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The argument worked. On 26 September the Diem regime dropped its plan
to ban Newsweek, announcing instead that it would scrupulously review each issue
of the various foreign publications entering the country in order to stop the sale
of those that offended South Vietnamese tastes. Since selective censorship of that
sort had always been a feature of the Diem regime’s approach to the foreign press
and since Nolting seemed to have persuaded the South Vietnamese that a relaxed
attitude toward the press was better than continued animosity, the decision gave
every appearance of being a victory for the United States.*

‘The skitmish had nevertheless only postponed the inevitable. Although Diem
retreated, he still had no concrete proof that the United States would do any-
thing but talk if he followed his inclination to leash American newsmen. On 25
October he therefore moved against another offending reporter, James Robinson
of NBC News, who like Sully had managed to offend the Ngo family, but inno-
cently and without malice. Robinson’s first slip had come months before, when
he had remarked to an official interpreter after a long private interview with Diem
that the session had been ‘‘a waste of time.”” The comment had filtered back to
the president, who had taken an immediate dislike to the reporter but had done
nothing because of his preoccupation with Bigart and Sully. Robinson’s second
mistake came some months later, when he inadvertently reminded Diem of his
presence by calling the Ngo family a ““clique.”” Shortly thereafter, he found him-
self accused of a technical violation of South Vietnamese visa regulations.>

The U.S. mission once more began the familiar round of appeals and
negotiations—this time making the point that since the Cuban missile crisis was
in progress the United States and its allies ought to turn a unified face to the
enemy. The argument failed, as did the pleas of Diem’s own advisers. Wiihin
days Robinson found himself on the way to Hong Kong. The official commu-
nique that accomparied his departure read, *“We in Vietnam have had enough
of the calumnies and insults that the unscrupulous and unreliable heap upon our
Chief of State, our Government, our Army, and our youth while we are fighting
a ruthless war.” The president’s brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, amplified the state-
ment a short while later by telling an American visitor that the Diem regime
intended to expel any correspondent who dared to belittle either the Ngo family
or South Vietnam’s ability to win the war.5!

The moment called for an American response. U.S. officials in both Saigon
and Washington began to see a pattern in Diem’s actions and to fear that if they
stood by passively in the face of continued provocation they would only prompt
Diem and Nhu to carry out their threats. Messages passed between Washington
and Saigon on the subject. Nolting began to draft a cable to the State Depart-
ment requesting permission publicly to repudiate the Robinson expulsion by re-
vealing that the United States had done everything to dissuade Diem but change
the United States’ policy of support for South Vietnam. The director of the State

¥ Msg, Saigon 354 to State, 26 Sep 62, FAIMIIR,
0 Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp. 137-38.
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Department’s Vietnam Working Group, Chalmers Wood, even suggested that,
as a last resort, Nolting might consider coercing Diem by threatening either a
reduction or a cutoff of U.S. support for South Vietnamese cultural programs.>?

In the end, nothing was done. The American news media failed to react to
the expulsions of Robinson and Sully because, as Wood put it, neither man was
among the “outstanding’”’ members of his profession, and NBC was unsure
whether Robinson deserved all-out support. In the absence of outside pressure
Nolting’s own inclinations rapidly asserted themselves. Reasoning that any Ameri-
can dispute with South Vietnam would be of more benefit to the Viet Cong than
to NBC, he canceled his planned public statement and continued to avoid fric-
tion with Diem. For their part, the Saigon correspondents remained convinced
that Robinson had been wronged. Seeing little firsthand evidence of the embassy’s
strenuous pleading in the case, they concluded once more that the U.S. mission
had sided with the South Vietnamese against them.%

Confrontation: Ap Bac, January 1963

he policies governing the release of information on the war to newsmen
in Saigon reinforced that conclusion. Since the United States had given the
South Vietnamese government control over news of South Vietnamese military
operations, the Diem regime would at times require U.S. military advisers to
cooperate in its attempts to silence newsmen. An example of this practice occurred
ir mid-October 1962, about the time Diem moved against Robinson. The Diem
regime had long objected to critical news stories based upon interviews with
American advisers and South Vietnamese field officers, contending that most sold-
iers were too unsophisticated to deal properly with American reporters. On 13
October the chief of the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff, General Le Van
Ty, tried to remedy the problem by ordering all American correspondents visit-
ing field units to submit their questions in writing to field commanders, who were
to respond with written answers cleared through South Vietnamese official chan-
nels. No informal questioning would be allowed. Shortly after Ty’s order
appeared, the South Vietnamese 7th Division interpreted it as a ban on all visits
by newsmen to the field and began to insist that reporters obtain special permis-
sion before covering operations in the Mekong Delta.5
Recognizing that the directive would jeopardize relations with the Saigon cor-
respondents and undermine American public and congressional support for the
war, the State Department immediately instructed Nolting to seek suspension

52 Ltr, Nolting to Wood, 1 Nov 62, draft cable enclosed, Ltr, Wood to Nolting, 16 Nov 62, FAIM/IR.

$3 Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp. 138-51; Ltr, Wood to Nolting, 16 Nov 62,

53 Msg, Saigon 536 to State, 21 Nov 62; Msg, State 513 to Saigon, 12 Nov 62; and Msg, Saigon 503
to State, 10 Nov 62. All in FAIM/IR. Ltr, Frederick G. Dutton, Assistant Secretary of State, to Senator
Philip A. Hart, 27 Dec 62, copy in CMH files.
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of the prohibition. General Ty complied, but only on 11 December, over a month
too late. By then the Saigon correspondents were in full cry. On 9 November
the Associated Press transmitted a dispatch outlining Ty’s order and newsmen'’s
reaction to it. David Halberstam followed on 21 November with an article enti-
tled *’Americans Under Order To Withhold War News.”” Ignoring the fact that
American advisers could still contact reporters in Saigon if newsmen were barred
from the field, the reporter all but blamed the American military command in
Saigon for what had happened. He linked the order to the Sully and Robinson
expulsions and quoted a U.S. military information officer in Saigon to the effect
that both Ty’s directive and the 7th Division’s order had resulted from a ‘‘mis-
understanding.”” Whatever the reason, he added, newsmen had yet to be allowed
to reenter the Mekong Delta.>

Halberstam wrote a more vituperative memorandum to his editors at the Times.
Restrictions on the press in South Vietnam, he said, had become “‘intolerable.”
Reporters had experienced increasing difficulty contacting U.S. officials, espe-
cially military officers, and the South Vietnamese government had continued to
exercise ‘‘a general veto’” over the press by using its prohibition on access to the
delta to keep reporters from getting the news. The Times forwarded his arguments
to the State Department, whose chief of public affairs told the newspaper that
wartime conditions often imposed limitations upon what reporters could write.
Although American officials considered the restrictions unduly harsh and were
trying to have them rescinded, correspondents reporting from South Vietnam
would have to understand that the United States was a guest of the South Viet-
namese and had to be circumspect in commenting on their war.%

The argument may have satisfied the Times, but it did little good in the field.
Although the press appears to have suffered little from Ty’s restrictions and Hal-
berstam himself continued his liberal use of military sources, correspondents once
more concluded that the entire American establishment in South Vietnam was
against them. Depending less upon official sources and more upon the word of
resentful aircraft crews, angry local officials, and sincerely indignant U.S. Army
advisers, they began to seek the evidence they needed to prove their contentions
that Diem was inept and that the United States required a freer hand in running
the war.5”

The reporters found that proof shortly after General Ty lifted his restrictions
on access to the delta. Early in January 1963 intelligence revealed a Viet Cong
radio station operating near the village of Ap Bac in Dinh Tuong Province with
an estimated reinforced guerrilla company guarding it. Expecting an easy vic-
tory, the South Vietnamese 7th Division immediately mounted an attack to destroy
the station. The operation that ensued pitted two infantry battalions, an airborne
battalion, a mechanized company, a ranger company, and fifty-one U.S. advisers

55 Msg, State 513 to Saigon, 12 Nov 62; Msg, State 562 to Saigon, 30 Nov 62; Msg, Saigon 591 to
State, 11 Dec 62, FAIM/IR; Halberstam, *’Curbs in Vietnam Irk U.S. Officers.”’

¢ Msg, State 562 to Saigon, 30 Nov 62.

57 Msg, State 532 to Saigon, 30 Nov 62, FAIM/IR.
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against the well-trained and motivated but numerically inferior 514th Viet Cong
(regular) Battalion—four hundred men at most. Although surprise and prepon-
derant strength favored friendly forces, South Vietnamese commanders allowed
the enemy to escape. That failure presented the Saigon correspondents with just
the cause celebre they were seeking.>®

Nothing seemed to go right in the battle. Within a single stretch of five minutes,
5 U.S. helicopters were lost: 2 to enemy ground fire, 1 to mechanical mal{unc-
tion, and 2 when their pilots flew, gallantly if unwisely, into the enemy’s guns
to rescue downed comrades who were in fact already safe behind South Viet-
namese lines. As the afternoon progressed, U.S. advisers called for an airborne
drop to the east of the village to plug the one escape route open to the Viet Cong,
only to see the paratroopers drop to the west, where some were killed by friendly
fire. When U.S. advisers requested a heavy artillery barrage against the enemy’s
positions, they could obtain no more than four rounds per hour. Finally, at dusk
a South Vietnamese air strike accidentally hit a friendly unit, causing an undeter-
mined number of casualties. Even though the enemy escaped during the night,
mopping-up operations the next day went little better. South Vietnamese artillery-
men accidentally shelled their own troops for ten minutes, killing three, wound-
ing twelve, and forcing Brig. Gen. Robert York to find cover face down in the
mud and dung of a rice paddy.>®

Although much of what went wrong at Ap Bac was attributable either to bad
luck or to South Vietnamese inexperience, the poor coordination and missed
chances were symptomatic of what was wrong in all of South Vietnam. Concerned
that a victorious army might produce an opposition leader capable of challeng-
ing the status quo, President Diem had long attempted to limit his army’s initia-
tive by severely reprimanding field commanders who took more than a few
casualties in any given engagement. Both the officers with the troops at Ap Bac,
none above the rank of captain, and their superiors farther to the rear knew that
Diem frowned upon casualties and were too insecure to contest his will. Allow-
ing air strikes and artillery to do most of their work, they ignored U.S. advice
to attack and, in the opinion of U.S. advisers, used the confusion on the ground
to mask their decision to let the enemy escape. So adept were they at delay that
a company of armored personnel carriers took three and one-half hours to advance
1,500 yards against only small arms fire.60

The Saigon correspondents knew nothing about the battle when it started.
Driving out to Ap Bac only after the first day’s fighting had ended, they learned
from angry American advisers that South Vietnamese commanders appeared to
have thrown away a chance to win a major victory. Over the next few days they
took copious notes on those officers’ pungent remarks. One adviser told them

¢ Senior Adviser, 7th ARVN Division, After Action Report for the Battle of Ap Bac (hereafter cited
as Ap Bac After Action Report), 9 Jan 63. See also Charles V. P. von Luttichau, The U.S Army Role
in the Conflict in Vietnam (hereafter cited as U.S. Army Role in the Vietnam Conflict), CMH MS,
pp. 68-77; Interv with Col John Paul Vann, adviser to the 7th ARVN Division. All in CMH files.

% Ap Bac After Action Report; Interv with Col Vann.

 Pentagon Papers, 2: 134-35; Interv with Col Vann; Ap Bac After Action Report.
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A the battle had been a ““miserable damn
performance.’’ Others spoke of the lack
'\ﬂ of South Vietnamese aggressiveness,
; asserting that if the 7th Division had
taken the initiative it would have suf-
fered fewer casualties in the long run.
A few mistakenly told of how one of
three Americans killed, Capt. Kenneth
N. Good, had died while begging reluc-
tant infantrymen to advance. One of the
newsmen counted the bullet holes in a
downed helicopter and found the wal-
let and family pictures of a dead Ameri-
can pilot. Several others accidentally
overheard a classified briefing convened
for General Harkins in an unsecured
area. In the end, the reporters had
enough information to make their dis-
patches read like official after action
reports. They used most of it.6!

The first accounts of the battle that
appeared in the United States were factual. In the rush to put the basic story on
the wire before press runs began back home, newsmen had little time to analyze
what had happened. East coast newspapers in the United States such as the
Washington Star, the Baltimore Sun, and the Washington Daily News—all with early
deadlines—thus went to press with the story of the battle but without negative
commentary. Only the New York Times carried a critical story. Although terming
Ap Bac by far the worst day for American helicopters in Vietnam since the Ameri-
can build-up,”” the paper then kept mainly to the facts.%

Coverage became more interpretive late on 3 January and early on the fourth,
when the full dimensions of what had happened began to emerge. On the third,
benefiting from a deadline later than those of eastern papers, the Chicago Daily
News blamed the defeat on “’bad luck and disorganization.”” The paper quoted
the adviser’s comment that the battle had been ‘‘a miserable performance’” and
then observed that “‘the guerrillas held their ground and fought even after fighter-
bombers . . . reached them, . . . while the Vie*namese forces . . . showed little

- P tge)

U.S. Advisers Inspect Battle Gear
after the battle of Ap Bac.

' Msg, Saigon 656 to State, DAIN 5969, 8 Jan 63; Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb
63; quote from Ltr, Porter to Lews, 3 Nov 71, in Lewis, ““The Year of the Hare,”’ pp. 47-48. For some
of the advisers’ statements, see Malcolm W. Browne, *'U.S. Weighs New Tactics in Vietnam,"’ Philadel-
plua Inquirer, 6 Jan 63; *’Mistakes, Luck Trip Up Vietnam,’* Chicago Datly News, 3 Jan 63, *’Reds Elud-
ing Pursuit by Vietnamese,”” Baltimore Sun, 9 Jan 63.

2 “‘Battle in Vietnam Leaves Hundreds Hurt,”” Washington Star, 3 Jan 63; *‘Three Amencans Are
Killed by Viet Cong,”* Baltunore Sun, 3 Jan 63; **Vietnam Casualties Soar in Furious Fight,”” Washmg-
ton Daily News, 3 Jan 63, David Halberstam, ‘“Viet Cong Downs Five U.S. Copters,”” New York Times,
3 Jan 63.
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interest in chasing the communists.”” The same themes reechoed the next day
elsewhere in the press, this time spiced by the sensational details the reporters
had gleaned at the scene of battle. The Washington Daily News called Ap Bac a
South Vietnamese ‘‘humiliation.”” The Baltimore Sun observed that the guerrillas
were “‘slipping away . . . ahead of half-hearted Vietnamese pursuit.”” David Hal-
berstam and the New York Tintes noted that ““what made the defeat particularly
galling to Americans and the Vietnamese alike was that this was a battle initiated
by government forces in a place of their own choice, with superior forces and
with troops of the Seventh Vietnamese Division, which is generally considered
an outstanding one in the country. Today the government troops got the sort
of battle they wanted, and they lost.’’63

The U.S. mission in Saigon handled Ap Bac strictly according to policy. When
questioned by the press, American spokesmen limited their comments to events
directly involving American personnel and helicopters and left the rest to the
South Vietnamese. The only U.S. statement on the battle of any consequence
came from General Harkins, who told newsmen at the scene that the 7th Divi-
sion had sustained unusual losses but appeared to have the Viet Cong surrounded.
A U.S. Information Service spokesman in Saigon also conferred with the press,
noting, as official guidance stipulated, that “"This is war. Occasional setbacks are
inevitable and normal. Yet the GVN continues to gain overall, and this series
of strong Viet Cong reactions may indeed reflect the enemy’s realization that he
is in irouble.”” Only on 8 January, five days after the battle hiad ended, did Ambas-
sador Nolting consent to a background cession with newsmen. By then the time
for correction and perspective had passed. The press, both in Vietnam and the
United States, had the basic story of the battle and was using it to criticize the
conduct of the whole war in Southeast Asia.t*

Hanson W. Baldwin was one of the more perceptive of those who commented
on the action. Assailing what he considered an overdependence on helicopters
at Ap Bac and in South Vietnam in general, he observed that "/legs are a soldier’s
chief weapon’’ and that neither helicopters nor soldiers “who descend briefly
from the sky’’ could ever succeed in controlling South Vietnam. Government
troops would have to learn to ’live and march and fight in the jungle’ if Saigon
was to win. Arthur Krock of the New York Tintes said much the same thing, adding
that Ap Bac had proved that “‘no amount of U.S. military assistance can preserve
independence for a people who are unwilling to die for it.”” The Detroit Free Press
meanwhile asked rhetorically how a harsh dictatorship such as the one exercised
by Diem could give peasants any motive at all for fighting.>

# “Mistakes, Luck Trip Up Vietnam"’; *Vietnamese Humiliated,”” Washington Daily News, 4 Jan
63; “Reds Eluding Pursuit by Vietnamese”’; David Halberstam, "“Vietnamese Reds Win Major Clash,”
New York Tunes, 4 Jan 63.

¢ The U.S. Information Service 1s the field extension of the U.S. Information Agency. Quote from
Msg, Saigon 656 to State, DAIN 5969, 8 Jan 63.

¢ Hanson W. Baldwin, “’Foot Soldier Folds Key to Victory in Vietnam,”” Kansas City Star, 7 Jan
63, Arthur Krock, *“Help to People Who Won't Fight Doomed to Failure,”” Houston Chrontcle, 9 Jan
63; “*The Mess in Vietnam Calls for a Hard Look,” Detrott Free Press, 5 Jan 63
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The Washington Daily News went farther than either Baldwin, Krock, or the
Free Press. It called into question the practice of allowing the South Vietnamese
to control the way the war was fought. According to U.S. policy, the paper said,
South Vietnam was a sovereign nation with control over all commands issued
on its battlefields. Although South Vietnamese officers were sensitive about their
national pride and unwiiling to surrender authority to foreigners, they would
have to understand that Americans were sensitive, too, and unwilling to pay the
price of someone else’s irresponsibility, especially with American lives. The Fort
Worth Star-Telegram put the matter more succinctly. Observing that changes would
have to be made if South Vietnam was to survive, the paper suggested that “‘a
fine new slogan for the South Vietnamese would be, ‘Better led than red.”’’¢6

Realizing that the uproar over Ap Bac would harm relations with the Diem
regime, the United States moved to soften the effects of the controversy. Although
cables between the U.S. mission in Saigon and the State Department affirmed
that South Vietnamese forces had failed in the battle, spokesmen at the State
Department attempted to put a good face on what had happened by announcing
that, on the whole, South Vietnamese forces had fought with courage and deter-
mination.®” General Harkins adopted much the same approach. “Anyone who
criticizes the fighting of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Vietnam,”” he told
newsmen in Saigon, “‘is doing a disservice to the thousands of gallant and cou-
rageous men who are fighting in the defense of their country.””%

Later he called the battle a victory. So did the Commander in Chief, Pacific,
Admiral Harry D. Felt. Arriving in Saigon at the height of the outcry, Felt added
that the differences American advisers were experiencing with South Vietnamese
commanders were comparable to a family quarrel. ““There are times in your own
family when you have disappointments with your wife,”” he said. *“Generally
we understand each other. It is only the exception when we become a little
bit angry.”’s?

The effort to reassure the South Vietnamese and to lower the volume of press
reporting on Ap Bac had just the opposite effect. In reply to General Harkins
the Detroit Free Press pointed out that although a commanding officer ““had to
go along with official policy or quit, * it only added to the bleakness of the situa-
tion in South Vietnam when a general felt it necessary to ““apply such thin and
unconvincing whitewash.”” Other papers agreed, claiming that the American pub-
lic had yet to be fully informed about the situation in South Vietnam. In fact,
the Milwaukee Journal avowed, '“We have an estimated 10,000 American military
personnel in Vietham. Our advisers are accompanying combat missions, flying

¢ A Costly Adviser System,” Washington Daily News, 11 Jan 63; “‘Reluctant Pupils,”” Fort Worth
Star-Telegram, 9 Jan 63.

¢ Msg, Saigon 656 to State, DAIN 5969, 8 Jan 63. See also Peter Lisagor, ""Military Adwvisers’
Criticism of Troops Spurs State Department,’” Chicago Daily News, 8 fan 63.

¢ “Harkins Lauds Vietnamese,”” Washington Star, 10 Jan 63.

# “"Visiting South Vietnam,”” Washington Post, 10 Jan 63; **Vietnam Planes Back New Ground
Operation,’’ Washington Post, 11 Jan 63.

34




Taking Sides

fighter planes, and ferrying Vietnamese troops into battle areas. We have had
casualties from the start. Our men are in a war.’”’70

It was a European, Richard Hughes of the London Sunday Times, however, who
put the contentions of the press about Ap Bac and South Vietnam most succinctly.
The war was costing $400 million a year, Hughes said in an article reprinted by
the Washington Post, and more than fifty American servicemen had already died.
Despite that effort, the government of President Diem had failed to carry out the
reforms it had pledged in return for increased American aid and had refused to
allow U.S. advisers to improve the discipline and fighting spirit of its army. Ameri-
can officers were going to have to take command of the war, if South Vietnam
was to survive. Even then, the conflict promised to become a ten-year struggle
to uphold a ““reactionary, isolated, unpopular regime.”” Remarking that the situ-
ation in South Vietnam bore an alarming resemblance to the one that had con-
fronted General George C. Marshall in China at the end of World War II, Hughes
concluded that the United States might find the inclusion of the Communists in
a coalition government in South Vietnam preferable to prolonging the war.”

Although they agreed with most of what Hughes had said, few American
correspondents in Saigon at the time would have accepted the reporter’s conten-
tion that a compromise with the Communists was possible. The American press
believed that the war in South Vietnam was open to American manipulation and
that the United States needed only to take control from Diem to succeed. Some
U.S. newspapers had wondered whether the United States could truly fathom
the Asian mentality and others had doubted the will of the South Vietnamese
to fight, but none had ever challenged the basic assumptions that had brought
the United States to Southeast Asia or questioned whether the war was beyond
the American ability to win. Instead, at Ap Bac and elsewhere, they disagreed
with tactics, arguing in favor of efficiency and American know-how.”2

The vehemence of the news media’s reaction to Ap Bac was, indeed, explain-
able only in the light of the whole climate of opposition the press had encoun-
tered in South Vietnam. For months American reporters had felt the wrath of
the Diem regime, and for months American editors had been hearing about it
and about all the things the Diem regime was doing wrong. The situation seemed
so alien to all that the newspapermen considered proper that when the story on
Ap Bac broke Diem had hardly a friend in any newsroom in the United States.
As one official commentator in Saigon observed in a staccato message to the State
Department, ‘“What happened looks from here like savagely emotional delayed
reaction to ousters of Sully and Robinson, Mme. Nhu'’s charge that whole Ameri-
can press is ‘communist,” and every other harassment over past six months. Ap
Bac was reported as major GVN failure at cost of American lives, and it appears
from here that American editorial writers, commentators, columnists licked their

% “Duty’s Demand on a General,”” Detrott Free Press, 12 Jan 63; *’Basic Problem in Vietnam,”
Milwaukee Journal, 12 Jan 63.

71 Richard Hughes, *’U.S. Combat Command Over Vietnamese Urged,”” Washington Post, 13 Jan 63.
7t Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb 63.

35




' V The Military and the Media, 1962-1968

chops with delight and reached for simplest adjectives they could muster.”’73

American newspapermen indeed turned Ap Bac into a cause celebre, but they
still exercised considerable restraint in what they wrote, refusing to report many
of the truly extravagant remarks American advisers at the scene had made. They
published factual errors—most notably the story, received from angry American
advisers, that Captain Good had died while trying to persuade South Vietnamese
troops to advance when he had in fact been reconnoitering forward positions—
yet even the U.S. mission’s Public Information Office had to admit that their
reports appeared to be “’perhaps two-thirds accurate.”” Working from partial infor-
mation on an emotional subject, they had done quite respectably. Their stories
hurt but were little worse than could have been expected under the circumstances.
Ap Bac was sensational in its own right.”

Much of the controversy over the battle must, indeed, be attributed to the way
the U.S. mission handled the press. Having given Diem sovereign rights over
information on South Vietnamese troops and operations, American military and
civilian information officers failed to brief reporters on the battle until too late,
a tactic that forced newsmen to rely almost completely upon emotional, firsthand
sources. Then, in an attempt to reassure the South Vietnamese, General Harkins
and Admiral Felt called Ap Bac a victory when everyone knew it had been a fail-
ure, in effect providing newsmen with more evidence that the U.S. mission was
deluding itself and that U.S. policy in South Vietnam was bankrupt. Undisposed
either to sympathy or to cooperation, reporters concluded yet again that every-
one in authority was against them.

That was ironic, for in the months preceding Ap Bac, U.S. agencies in both
Saigon and Washington had obviously begun swinging away from Diem and
toward the press. During March, when Diem had first attempted to expel Sully,
and again during September, when the South Vietnamese had finally removed
the reporter, the State Department had recognized that assaults upon the Saigon
correspondents jeopardized its policy of sustaining congressional and public sup-
port for the war and had begun stressing the need both to support the principle
of a free press and to protect newsmen whatever the quality of their work. Ambas-
sador Nolting was of the same mind. He told Chalmers Wood of the State Depart-
ment during November that he held no brief for erroneous, discourteous reporting
but that he would uphold the right of newsmen to report as they saw fit and
would continue to assert that the best antidote for criticism was success rather
than repression.”®

Even if the full extent of the U.S. mission’s attempts to influence the South
Vietnamese had come to light, however, the United States would still have been
at a disadvantage. For although Nolting did prevent Diem’s first attempt to dis-
lodge Sully and did stop the banning of Newsweek, his actions in each case only

7 Ibid See also Msg, Saigon 656 to State, DAIN 5969, 8 jan 63.

7 Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb 63.

s Msg, State 1131 to Saigon, 23 Mar 62, Msg, State 363 to Saigon, 25 Sep 62, Ltr, Nolting to Chalmers
Wood, 1 Nov 62
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preserved the status quo. Given Diem’s
antipathy toward the press, reporters
were certain to decide in the long run
that, whatever the United States said
and did, it supported what was hap-
pening. In that sense, some sort of out-
cry, over Ap Bac or something else, was
bound to occur.

In the event, Ap Bac and the con-
troversy surrounding it marked a divide
in the history of U.S. relations with the
news media in South Vietnam. Before
the battle newsmen criticized Diem,
badgered American officials, and
argued for more U.S. control of the war,
but were still relatively agreeable. After
it, correspondents became convinced
that they were being lied to and with-
drew, embittered, into their own com-
munity. Although Ambassador Nolting
and General Harkins professed to be accessible to the press at any time, most
senior American civilian and military officials in South Vietnam limited their con-
tacts with newsmen to formal occasions such as news conferences and briefings,
where they turned an ever more optimistic face toward their critics.

As time passed, the enmity between the two groups became emotional. At
one point David Halberstam is reported to have driven past General Harkins’
Saigon quarters, shaking his fist and vowing, “'I'll get you, Paul Harkins.”” In
the same way General Harkins’ Assistant Chief of Staff for Plans, Maj. Gen. Mil-
ton B. Adams, U.S. Air Force, declared in an official debriefing that the policy
which required official tolerance for newsmen was the only real frustration he
had encountered during his tour of duty in South Vietnam.”¢

The U.S. mission’s Chief of Public Affairs, John Mecklin, discerned the
problems that were developing and attempted to correct them before they got
out of hand. In reply to a State Department request for information on the ade-
quacy of press coverage of the war, he told his superiors that reporting was about
as good as could be expected, given the complex circumstances at work in South
Vietnam and the fact that only United Press International, the Assocjated Press,
and the New York Times considered the war important enough to station full-time
correspondents in Saigon. Much of what was happening could be attributed to
misunderstandings on all sides. While the Diem regime *’pridefully’” resented
any form of hostile criticism, young reporters—'’average age 27'’—failed to note
that the mark of a great nation was ‘‘tolerance and understanding of such tor-

General Harkins

% Jim Fain, **News in Vietnam Tough Chore,”” Atlanta Journal, 22 Mar 71; MACV Historical Office
Interv with May Gen Milton B. Adams, USAF, Jul 65, p. 15, CMH files.
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tured people as the Vietnamese,”” who often resorted to *’petty, pathetic maneu-
vers to save face.”” Over all, Mecklin said, “‘routine’” official optimism and the
practice of withholding bad news had not only soured relations with the press
but had also lowered the status of truly good news.”

Although Mecklin briefed President John F. Kennedy on the subject during
a trip to Washington, his appeal to reason was insufficient to dispel the
antagonisms operating in Saigon. When he began to push for concessions to the
press he alienated those of his colleagues within the mission who considered
reporters enemies. They retaliated by attempting to undermine his standing with
the press, leaking portions of his memorandum that were critical of newsmen
without revealing his many favorable comments. As a result, the Saigon cor-
respondents came to distrust Mecklin, whom they dubbed ‘“Meck the Knife.’’78

Mecklin’s attempt to gain backing for a policy of moderation was more
successful in Washington. Recognizing the validity of the approach, the State
Department in May issued a directive that stipulated the fullest possible cooper-
ation with the press in order to justify “our large human and material invest-
ment’’ in Southeast Asia. Shortly thereafter, military information officers were
assigned to each of South Vietnam’s four corps tactical zones to serve as the eyes
and ears of MACV's Office of Information. Communications links between units
in the field and Saigon news briefers were also improved so that the terse opera-
tional summaries released to reporters could include the latest word on what was
happening. Weekly press conferences began at the same time, featuring experts
who briefed the press on areas of the war it might otherwise overlook.”

Those improvements nevertheless failed to remedy what was wrong. Most
high-level officials of the U.S. mission in Saigon still refused to give credence
to the objections of reporters, «.nd reporters still remained ill disposed to any com-
promise with officialdom short of a change of staff at the top of the mission.
Because no meeting ground existed between the two groups, the only possibility
for remedying the problem fell to the South Vietnamese, who, as events would
shortly prove, saw little need for any relations with the press at all.

77 Msg, State 729 to Saigon, 24 Jan 63, FAIM/IR; Msg, Saigon 726 to State, DAIN 14863, 5 Feb 63;
Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp. 147-48.

78 Mecklin, Mission in Torment, p. 148.

7 Msg, State to CINCPAC, 21 May 63, FAIM/IR; MFR, JCS 2343/257, sub: Report of Krulak Visit
to Vietnam, 25 fune to 1 July 1963, p. 15, CMII files.
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The Buddhist Crisis, 1963

The situation in South Vietnam worsened dramatically on 8 May 1963, when a
large crowd of Buddhist priests and laymen assembled at the government radio
station in Hue to protest an order by the Diem regime banning the display of
religious flags on the birthday of the Buddha. The group accused the regime of
anti-Buddhist discrimination because Roman Catholics had been permitted to
parade with flags only a few days earlier to celebrate the birthday of Archbishop
Ngo Dinh Thuc, Diem'’s brother. The crowd refused to disperse at the order of
the city’s Catholic commandant. Instructed to do his duty by his superiors who
refused to admit they had made a mistake, that officer turned what had been
a purely religious issue into a political crisis by ordering his troops to fire on the
demonstrators with live ammunition. Nine people died.!

First Phase, May-August 1963

uddhist leaders contacted the U.S. embassy in Saigon for support. When
B they realized that American officials were mainly interested in stabilizing the
Diem regime and that coverage by the foreign press would give any action they
took a worldwide audience, they de.ided instead to cultivate the Saigon correspon-
dents. A relationship of trust sprang up between the two groups. The Buddhists
provided reporters with easy access to the top leaders of their organization and
with the dates and places of their next demonstrations. The reporters, in turn,
kept their knowledge a secret, denying advance warning of the Buddhists’ plans
to both the Diem regime and the U.S. mission.?

! Dennis J. Duncanson, Government and Revolution i Vietnam (New York. Oxford Unwversity Press,
1968), pp. 327-38; Mecklin, Mission i Torment, pp. 153-54
< Meckhin, Misston i Torment, p. 163.
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Thich Quang Duc Immolates Himself

The news dispatches that followed electrified the world. Thich (priest’” or
"’reverend’’) Quang Duc burned himself to death on 11 June 1963, as the only
newsman to heed Buddhist advance notices, Malcolm Browne of the Associated
Press, photographed the scene. The pictures that resulted won front-page atten-
tion in newspapers everywhere. Over the next several months sensation followed
sensation as the Buddhists marched and the South Vietnamese police reacted
with violence.

Although Diem attempted to justify his government’s extreme measures by
protesting that Buddhist discontent was Communist inspired, available evidence
contradicted that claim. Investigators found, in fact, that shortly after Buddhist
leaders had repudiated an outright offer of aid from North Vietnam, an agent
of the Diem regime had been apprehended attempting to plant incriminating
enemy propaganda leaflets in a downtown Saigon pagoda where the secret police
were certain to find them. While some individual Buddhists might indeed have
been involved with the Communists, the conclusion seemed inescapable that the
regime’s attitude toward its antagonists was the basic cause of the problem.?

3 Research Memo, RFE-75, U.S. Dept of State, I&R, 21 Aug 63, sub: Diem vs. the Buddhists, FAIMI/IR,
Robert Udick, “Diem Expects Victory in 2 to 3 Years,”” Washmgton Post, 29 jul 63; CIA Information
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Diem was adamant in his opposition to the Buddhists. Stating privately that
he would never negotiate with those “’pirates,”” he told his friends that he would
shoot his enemies down with machine guns if they continued to demonstrate.*
When an eleven-man delegation appointed by South Vietnam’s National Assem-
bly submitted an objective report on the crisis, Diem rejected it out of hand, insist-
ing that it be ’‘rewritten to conform to the facts.”” His brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu,
supported him. The report, said Nhu, “’represented a version of events accepted
by foreigners that was largely fabrication.”’s

This action helped rather than hindered the Buddhists. In the face of Diem'’s
intransigence, officials at all levels of the South Vietnamese bureaucracy ceased
trying to accomplish anything positive and, in some cases, began to collaborate
actively with the demonstrators. The Buddhists thus acquired valuable inside
information about the government’s intentions.$

Diem’s attitude also destroyed any chance the South Vietnamese government
might have had to work constructively with American newsmen. The regime con-
sidered the press an enemy and was unwilling to communicate its side of the
story effectively. Worse, its attempts to intimidate the Saigon correspondents suc-
ceeded only in arousing their active opposition. While South Vietnamese police-
men assaulted reporters and cameramen who attempted to cover Buddhist demon-
swrations, secret agents shadowed correspondents suspected of antigovernment
tendencies. During August 1963 officials began censoring news dispatches, delet-
ing not only sensitive information but also routine background material such as
descriptions of Saigon’s city life. In the end, the climate became so hostile to
reporters that the U.S. mission warned David Halberstam to move out of his
rented house to a more secure hotel so that he could avoid becoming too easy
a target for the secret police.”

Recognizing the possible effect that harassment of the press would have on
public opinion in the United States, American diplomats were once more torn
between the policy of upholding Diem and the need for good public relations.
Unhappy in the extreme to have American-armed and -trained South Vietnamese
soldiers brutally repressing Buddhist demonstrators while U.S. television news
teams watched, yet also aware that any strong official protest in public might
seem a withdrawal of U.S. support for Diem, they chose agaiin tuv compromise.

Rpt, 17 Jun 63, sub: Status of VC Efforts To Exploit Buddhist Situation, Gard Papers, CMH; Memo,
U.S. Dept of State, I&R, 28 Jun 63, sub: International Repercussions of Vietnamese Buddhist Ten-
sions, FAIM/IR; CIA Information Rpt, 21 Aug 63, sub: Government Attempt To Plant VC Leaflets,
Gard Papers, CMH; Msg, Saigon 224 to State, 14 Aug 63, FAIM/IR.

4 CIA Information Rpt, 6 Jun 63, sub: Report of a Discussion Between Members of the Central Viet-
nam Faction and Can Lao Party, Gard Papers, CMH.

5 Ibid., sub: Report of Assembly Investigation of Hue Situation, Gard Papers, CMH.

¢ Ibid., 6 Jun 63, sub: Indications of Disaffection With the Diem Regime, and 15 Jun 63, sub: A
Freld Appraisal of the Buddhist Crisis, both in Gard Papers, CMH; SNIE 52-2-63, 10 Jul 63, sub:
The Situation in South Vietnam, doc. 125, Pentagon Papers, 2: 729-33.

7 Duncanson, Government and Revolution m Vietnam, pp. 334-35; Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp.
133-65; Msg, Saigon 327 to State, 24 Aug 63, and Msg, Saigon 351 to State, 27 Aug 63, both in FAIM/IR;
George W. Goodman, “*Our Man in Saigon,”* Lsquire, January 1964.
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They made the fullest possible representations in private conferences with South
Vietnamese functionaries but in public attempted to appear conciliatory and
unthreatening.®

This approach did little to improve the situation. U.S. officials argued fervently
and relentlessly behind closed doors for concessions to the Buddhists and the
press, even threatening to disavow Diem if he failed to come to terms with his
antagonists. In public, however—beyond allowing the Voice of America to broad-
cast an unadorned version of the news to South Vietnam and intezvening on behalf
of newsmen who ran afoul of the South Vietnamese police—they did little to give
their warnings any weight. Instead, the U.S. military command stopped flying
newsmen to Hue lest the South Vietnamese suspect that it was participating in
pro-Buddhist agitation.?

Cautious optimism also continued in both Saigon and Washington. When he
returned to South Vietnam in mid-July after an absence of seven weeks, Ambas-
sador Nolting told newsmen gently that although unity of purpose with the South
Vietnamese would become unattainable if internal dissension continued, the anti-
Communist cause would prevail in the end. President Kennedy said much the
same thing at a 17 July news conference. Questioned on whether the Buddhist
crisis had been an impediment to American aid to South Vietnam, he told
reporters, “’Yes, I think it has. I think it is unfortunate that this dispute has arisen
at the very time when the military struggle has been going better than it has been
going for many months. I would hope that some solution could be reached for
this dispute, which certainly began as a religious dispute, and because we have
invested a tremendous amount of effort and it is going well.”’1

At first the U.S. policy of private anger and public forbearance seemed to work.
On 16 June Diem signed an agreement with the Buddhists that appeared to yield
to their demands and that caused a number of laudatory comments in the U.S.
press. The move was nevertheless more a reaction to the pressures generated
by Buddhists within the South Vietnamese bureaucracy after the suicide of Quang
Duc than a response to American protestations. The regime’s true orientation
surfaced within days. While the state-controlled Times of Vietnam attacked the
United States and taunted the Buddhists, Madame Nhu began a series of inflam-
matory public statements, calling the Buddhists ‘‘'murderers’” and asserting that
her family would ““ignore the bonzes, so that if they burn thirty women we shall
go ahead and clap our hands.”’!* When the government failed to silence either

8 Msg, Saigon 252 to State, 27 Aug 63, FAIM/IR; Msg, State 1173 to Saigon, DAIN 53640, 3 Jun
63, Army Staff Communications Center files, Army War College; David Halberstam, “*U.S. Aides
Balked in Vietnam Crisis,”” New York Times, 10 jun 63.

® SNIE 52-2-63, 10 Jul 63, sub: The Situation in South Vietnam, doc. 125, Pentagon Papers, 2: 729-33;
Msg, Saigon 297 to State, 21 Aug 63, and Msg, Saigon A-127 to State, 9 Aug 63, sub: Security Office
July 1963 Report, both in FAIM/IR; Halberstam, **U.S. Aides Balked in Vietnam Crisis”’; Stanley Kar-
now, ““The Newsman’s War in Vietnam,”" Nieman Reports, December 1963, p. 7.

10 ~“Nolting, Back in Saigon, Predicts Victory,”” New York Times, 11 Aug 63; quote from Kennedy
News Conference, 17 jul 63, Public Papers of the Presidents: John F. Kemnedy, 1963 (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1964), p. 569.

" Vietnam's farst Lady,”” New Yoin Times, 11 Aug 62
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the Times or Madame Nhu and began disingenuously to protest that individuals
have a right to speak their minds in an open society, the Buddhist leadership
concluded that Diem had no intention of living up to his promises and began
publicly to voice its desire to bring him down.!?

Although newsmen appreciated the embassy’s backing and knew that the U.S.
government was trying to persuade the Diem regime to adopt a policy of moder-
ation, they remained more concerned with the U.S. government’s continuing opti-
mism than with making peace with Diem. That attitude led them to jump to easy
conclusions without sufficient reflection. On one occasion, for example, they came
across presumed evidence that the South Vietnamese Army had used ““blister
gas’’ to disperse a Buddhist demonstration. Aware that the United States had
never given that kind of gas to the South Vietnamese, the U.S. mission pleaded
for a delay in publication until it could investigate. Although most of the news-
men complied, one pushed ahead with his account. Inquiry shortly revealed that
degenerated tear gas manufactured for use in World War Il had been to blame,

2 Memo of Conversation, U.S. Dept of State, ' ,ul 63, sub- Presidential Briefing, the Situation
in South Vietnam, FAIM/IR; CIA Information Rpt, 8 Jul 63, sub: Staff Appraisal, Vietnam, Gard
Papers, CMH.
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but by then the wrong story was out and the damage done. Reporters also asserted
again and again that 70 percent of South Vietnam’s population was Buddhist,
making the uprising seem a nationwide movement to repudiate Diem, when most
South Vietnamese were in fact ancestor worshippers and the Buddhists’ protests,
while serious, were mainly an urban, politically oriented phenomenon.1?

Although distorted news stories increased the difficulties of the U.S. mission
in Saigon, they were only part of the problem. Far more serious was the fact that
while the top levels of the mission were inordinately closemouthed around
reporters, other officials, especially those who disagreed with the policy of sup-
porting Diem, lacked such inhibitions. By leaking delicate American discussions
with Diem to the press they embarrassed the president and helped to thwart the
embassy’s vigorous efforts to win an end to anti-Buddhist repressions.

The most flagrant case involved mission Charge d’ Affaires William Trueheart’s
negotiations with the South Vietnamese government during Nolting’s June and
July absence. When he failed to move Diem toward reason, Trueheart had flailed
the president with strong language and had warned that the United States might
have to dissociate itself publicly from his anti-Buddhist activities. Of the utmost
sensitivity because it amounted to almost a direct command from the United
States, the statement was certain to humiliate Diem if it became public by tend-
ing to verify Communist assertions that he was littie more than an American tool.*

Yet Trueheart had hardly finished speaking before an American official in
Washington leaked what had happened to Max Frankel of the New York Times.
The Times put the story on page 1 of its 14 June edition. Reading as though Frankel
had seen the State Department’s file of classified cables on the subject, the article
outraged Diem and confirmed his suspicions that the United States government
secretly agreed with what the Saigon correspondents were writing. As Halber-
stam later observed, it also destroyed the charge’s ability to deal with Diem by
convincing the Ngo family that Trueheart was *’pro-Buddhist.’’15

High officials within the Department of Defense considered newspaper sto-
ries such as the one by Frankel unfair and resolved to stop them. While no one
realistically expected to eliminate the type of high-level leak that had led to
Frankel’s article, the problem at lower levels seemed amenable to correction if
the proper pressures were applied. For months U.S. Army advisers in the field
had generalized in public about what was wrong with South Vietnam, its govern-
ment, and its army, and for months newsmen had mined those statements for
the sensations they contained. During May 1963 Secretary of Defense McNamara
requested that the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff take action to limit the
practice.!6

13 Memo of Conversation, U.S. Dept of State, 4 Jul 63, sub: Presidential Briefing, the Situation in
South Vietnam; “Vietnam’s First Lady’’; CIA Information Rpt, 8 jul 63, sub: Staff Appraisal, Vietnam.

1 Mecklin, Mission i Torment, p. 171.

15 Max Frankel, ’U.S. Warns Diem on Buddhist Issue,’” New» York Times, 14 Jun 63; David Halber-
stam, “U.S Dilemma in Saigon,”” New York Tunes, 5 Aug 63; Mecklin, Misstor i Torment, p 172.

1 Ltr, CINCPAC 3010, ser. 157, to SECDEF et al., 8 May 63, sub: Record of the Secretary of Defense
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The agency responsible for training officers destined for South Vietnam, the
U.S. Continental Army Command (CONARC), shortly thereafter issued policy
guidance to remedy the problem. Despite the drawbacks present in a policy of
allowing newsmen open access to field units, the command noted, any Army
attempt to reduce contacts between correspondents and American advisers would
bring on public relations problems by seeming to prove that the United States
had something to hide. A middle course seemed more advisable. Accordingly,
U.S. Army personnel newly assigned to South Vietnam were to confine their con-
versations with newsmen to ‘‘areas of personal responsibility and knowledge”’
and tc avoid the natural tendency to talk in generalizations. Soldiers in the field
were meanwhile to leave broad estimates of progress and decline to high offi-
cials, who in theory had a better view of the total war.?”

The approach was in many ways commendable. By restricting advisers to com-
ments on areas of the war they knew and by warning against statements uttered
in haste and anger, it sought to forestall situations such as the one at Ap Bac,
where the advisers’ intemperate rhetoric had made a bad affair worse. It might
also have compelled newsmen to rely more upon sources who had a true
overview—a necessity in an environment as complicated as the one in South
Vietnam.

The Continental Army Command nevertheless failed to stop with general
guidelines. To avoid an adversary relationship between reporters and the Army
in South Vietnam, the command went on to spell out how the advisers should
approach the press.

You must remember that whether you wear one stripe or six, one bar or silver eagles you
automatically become an ““Army spokesman’’ when you are approached by the press.
Within 24 hours the words of that Army spokesman can be flashed worldwide, particu-
larly if they can be construed as criticism of the American or Vietnamese effort. Every-
thing you say should have the ultimate aim of furthering that effort. Your approach to
the questions of the press should emphasize the positive aspects of your activities and
avoid gratuitous criticism. Emphasize the feeling of achievement, the hopes for the future,
instances of outstanding individual or unit performance and optimism in general. But don't
destroy your pe.sonal credibility by gilding the lily. As song writer Johnny Mercer put
it, ““You've got to accentuate the positive and eliminate the negative.”

The statement concluded by underscoring official concern for public opinion. A
soldier serving in South Vietnam was an “‘oracle,” it cautioned. He was thus
in a position to influence both the press and the worldwide reaction to U.S. policy.
By confining his comments fo his responsibilities and by emphasizing what was
positive, he could “make a constructive contribution to public understanding.”

In issuing the memorandum the Continental Army Command had sought to
make soldiers recognize that they were part of the Army, to nowe that the Army’s

Conference Held 6 May 1963 at HQ, CINCPAC, 1-35588-63, ISA 337, 67A4660, box 7, Washington
National Records Center (WNRC).

17 This section 1s based on U S. Continental Army Command, Orientation on Press Relations for
Personne: Destined for Vietnam [June 1964], an inclusion in the packet of information on the news
media given to General William C. Westmoreland before he left for South Vietnam in 1964—see West-
moreland History, bk. 2, tab F, in CMH.
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view of the war differed from that of the press, and to encourage them to reflect
the Army’s view rather than their own in conversations with newsmen. Yet by
quoting Johnny Mercer and by emphasizing the need for an accent on the posi-
tive, the memorandum’s authors had used language that was easily misconstrued.
For even though the memorandum was an internal document never intended
for distribution to the press, someone was bound to bring it to public light sooner
or later. When he did, given the rising tensions in South Vietnam, newsmen were
certain to read the worst possible connotations into its more rhetorical passages
and to conclude that the Army was out to salvage what it could of a bad situation
by attempting to curtail free speech.

Problems arose shortly after the directive began to circulate, when David Hal-
berstam acquired a copy from an inside source and made it the substance of a
damning dispatch to the Times. Subtly avoiding the words news management, the
reporter instead quoted a cover letter accompanying the document which said,
““Indoctrination of military personnel in the importance of suppressing irrespon-
sible and indiscreet statements is necessary.”” Since indoctrination connoted *“brain-
washing’’ in the minds of most Americans, and since the reporter was able to
couple the passage with others from the body of the directive that appeared to
reflect the same attitude, unsavory inferences were unavoidable.!8

Halberstam’s criticism was also damaging because it caught the Army in an
indiscretion. To justify the need for a more restrained approach to the press, the
memorandum had used one of Halberstam'’s dispatches as an example of *’dis-
torted’’ reporting. The reporter was able to reply that the authors of the directive
had taken whole sections of his work out of context, making them appear broader
and more critical than they actually were.

Despite the conflict between the press and the U.S. mission in Saigon and
despite newsmen’s occasional errors, most of the commentaries in the press on
the Buddhist crisis were reasonably accurate. Although marred at times by rhet-
oric and mistaken facts, they often probed to the heart of the crisis.

Halberstam, indeed, was one of the more astute critics. Although he insisted
incorrectly that the uprising was a matter of “‘the government on one side and
most of the population, Catholic and Buddhist, on the other,”” he still grasped
the larger context surrounding the event, the real significance of what was going
on. He characterized Buddhist complaints as “a spearhead for all kinds of other
lingering discontent. . . . The government’s reaction to this protest is not an iso-
lated episode but part of a pattern in which its strong qualities—true anti-
Communism, stubbornness, resilience—are no longer enough. Observers feel that
its limitations—suspicion of its major ally, suspicion of its people instead of sens-
ing and reacting to them—are now greater than its positive abilities, and that it
has virtually neutralized itself at a time when it desperately needs to harness all
resources in this country.”’1

18 David Halberstam, "“G.1.’s Told Not To Criticize Vietnam,’” New York Tintes, 24 Jun 63.
1 David Halberstam, ‘‘Religious Dispute Stirs South Vietnam,” New York Tunes, 16 Jun 63;
Duncanson, Government and Revolution m Vietnam, pp 334-35; Mecklin, Misston i Torment, p. 172.

46




The Buddhist Crisis, 1963

As for Diem’s complaint that the
Communists were involved in the Bud-
dhists’ struggle, the Washington Post
agreed with Halberstam, commenting,
Of course the communists will ex; loit
Buddhist grievances. And why not? It
is Mr. Diem'’s regime itself that is gratui-
tously serving communist purposes by
policies that are morally repugnant and
politically suicidal.” Worst of all, the
harassment of the Buddhists carica-
tured U.S. contentions that South Viet-
nam offered a free alternative to
totalitarian North Vietnam. No one
could sensibly expect model democratic
traditions to prevail under a state of
siege, but the Diem regime’s handling
of the Buddhist crisis underscored the
fact that South Vietnam’s government
was “‘dictatorial without being compe-
tent, arrogant, without being right.”’20

The Chicago Tribune was more rhe-
torical. In a scathing attack on Madame
Nhu, who had just referred to a Buddhist suicide as ‘‘another monk barbecue-
show,” the paper asserted that if the decision to extend massive U.S. military
support to South Vietnam was sound, ““the simultaneous decision to support
the dictatorship was unsound,”” with each day of continued support amplifying
that bad judgment. There was “'no diplomatic or humanitarian reason’’ for sup-
porting Diem. Any number of South Vietnamese officials could replace him. The
time had come for a change.?

U.S. News & World Report was more dispassionate than most of its competi-
tors. It refused to accept that the Buddhist demonstrations stemmed from reli-
gious persecution and pointed out that denunciation of the Diem regime had
become a custom among both American correspondents and South Vietnamese
intellectuals. The magazine then described the dilemmas facing the United States.
Although the U.S. Army had made “f~ir L rogress’” in building a competent South
Vietnamese military machine and in winning the peasantry to the side of the
government, the Buddhist disturbances showed that the Diem regime had failed
at what should have been one of its major undertakings—winning the support
of the country’s intelligentsia. Despite talk of religious discrimination, there had
been so little persecution of Buddhists in South Vietnam’s past that tew compe-
tent observers believed persecution was the issue. Instead, a politically motivated

Ngo Dinh Nhu (fifth from left),
flanked by his brothers, Archibishop
Ngo Dinh Thuc and Ngo Dinh Diem.
Mmme. Nhu is second from left.

2 ’Quagmire in Vietnam,”” Washingion Post, 20 jun 63.
31 “The Infamous Mme. Nhu,”* Chicago Tribune, 8 Aug 63.
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attempt to topple Diem was in progress, with Diem handling his defense so poorly
that his repressive tactics had begun to compound his problems. In the end the
United States would confront three equally difficult choices: withdraw from South
Vietnam and leave the country to the Communists, assume command of the war
and commit U.S. troops to direct combat, or stay with existing policy and ““face
up to the prospect that it is going to be a long, tough haul.”” Because an Ameri-
can withdrawal from South Vietnam would “’send shivers” through non-
Communist Asia and since an injection of U.S. combat troops would prompt Com-
munist cries of “imperialism,’’ the magazine concluded that only the third choice
seemed plausible. To succeed at it, however, the United States would have to
adopt ““a tougher, more direct line in dealing with Diem.”"%

The analysis, especially the statement that a stronger approach to Diem was
necessary, agreed generally with what the Saigon correspondents had been say-
ing all along; but U.S. News & World Report’s assertion that the South Vietnamese
Army was improving and that South Vietnamese peasants were turning increas-
ingly to the government found little support among the newsmen. Most reporters
would concede that conditions seemed to have improved in the northern and
central provinces, where the U.S. Army Special Forces had succeeded in break-
ing down Montagnard suspicion of the South Vietnamese government and were
using the tribesmen to harass enemy supply routes. They nevertheless believed
that the war would really be decided in the delta, where most of the country’s
agriculture and much of its peasant population were located and where the Viet
Cong seemed to be solidly entrenched. The government of the United States,
for its part, disagreed with much of what the correspondents were saying. While
readily admitting that the Buddhist crisis would pose dangers if allowed to fester
too long, the U.S. embassy, the Military Assistance Command, and the Depart-
ment of State all believed that the correspondents had greatly overstated the
situation.?

Overstated or not, the newspapers’ comments were sometimes useful to Amer-
ican diplomats, who used them time and again to demonstrate to Diem that their
advice was sound. During August 1963, for example, Madame Nhu'’s denuncia-
tions of the Buddhists became so shrill that the U.S. Department of State began
to fear that Diem was on the verge of attacking the Buddhists’ pagodas. The State
Department instructed Nolting to warn Diem that any move of the sort would
force the United States to denounce his government *’promptly and publicly.”
Although Ngo Dinh Nhu responded shortly thereafter with avowals that he sup-
ported Diem’s 16 June compromise ““fully and with both hands,”” another of
Madame Nhu’s Buddhist-baiting outbursts appeared in the pages of the New York
Times the very next morning.

22 “The Truth About a War Americans Aren’t Winrnung,”” U.S. News & World Report, 5 Aug 63, pp.
47-49.

2 David Halberstam, “’Picture Is Cloudy in Vietnam’s War,”” New York Times, 28 Jul 63; Msg, Sai-
gon 228 to State, 14 Aug 63, FAIM/IR.

M Msg, State 172t Saigon 5 Aug 63; Msg, Saigon 189 to State, 7 Aug 63; Msg, State 178 to Sai-
gon, 8 Aug 63. All in FAIM/IR files.
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The contrast between Nhu’s conciliatory statement and the vehemence of his
wife angered and confused the Americans. Ambassador Nolting informed Diem
that he would have either to repudiate his sister-in-law’s remarks or become
known before the world as a man tied to a woman'’s apron strings. For empha-
sis, Nolting showed Diem editorials in the Washington Post and the New York Times
that condemned Madame Nhu while suggesting that the Saigon government was
transforming itself into the Nhu government. Neither the slur on Diem’s man-
hood nor the hostile newspaper articles had any effect.?

Official Optimism, Summer 1963

ronically, while the United States used trenchant newspaper editorials to press

Diem toward compromise, advising him to conciliate the press by exercising
the utmost candor, American officials in South Vietnam were continuing to harden
their own attitudes toward what the Saigon correspondents were saying. For
months the U.S. mission had contended that the Buddhist crisis was a civilian
movement with no real influence upon either the South Vietnamese Army’s ability
to fight or its will to win the war, and for months the American newsmen had
followed the official line while maintaining a careful watch for signs of poor morale
among South Vietnamese troops. As summer came to an end, the reporters began
to see conditions that they thought verified their fears. In direct conflict with the
official view that the war was progressing and that everything would end well,
their warnings prompted the U.S. government to reaffirm its optimism at the
very moment when events were about to alter the situation drastically.

An article by David Halberstam provided the occasion. For some time the
reporter and his associates, Neil Sheehan of the Associated Press and Merton
Perry, a stringer for Time, had been researching stories on conditions in the
Mekong Delta in order to establish once and for all whether the war was going
well. Fast-breaking news kept Sheehan’s account from being published and Time
refused to accept Perry’s because it contradicted the magazine’s pro-Diem poli-
cies, but Halberstam’s, fat with statistics and concrete details, appeared on 